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Chapter one
Harem on the Horizon


Iwoke to the familiar thrum of engines and an unfamiliar, blissful heaviness pinning my body to the mattress. For a second, I thought I was drowning. But then I opened my eyes and realized I’d been smothered by luxury, a different kind of surrender.

The king bed in the True North’s primary suite was supposed to be the reward for making it to the top of the food chain. All it really did was give me more room to get conquered.

On my left, Summer’s bare body radiated heat like she’d spent the night sunbathing instead of fucking me breathless. Her golden hair spilled across my ribs and onto the sheets in wild, tangled waves. She’d managed to tangle herself around my left arm and half my chest, her leg thrown over mine, her breast pillowed against my side. Even while unconscious, she was greedy for skin contact. I counted at least three different places our bodies touched, her cheek against my shoulder, her nipple brushing my ribs, her palm curved possessively over my stomach. Summer didn’t do boundaries, she devoured them.

On my right, the contrast was almost comic. Kylie had burrowed as deep into me as humanly possible, her face tucked against my neck, her thigh pressed tight to my hip. Unlike Summer, who sprawled with absolute abandon, Kylie curled herself defensively, as if daring the rest of the world to pry her off me. She had one hand cupping my morning wood, her grip both proprietary and, judging by my cock’s impossible hardness, extremely effective. Her other arm circled around my chest, nails dug in just enough to remind me who’d left the scratches all over my back.

Even asleep, the women couldn’t have been more different. Summer was the unpredictable wildfire, burning herself into my skin. Kylie was hurricane season, intense, unstoppable, impossible to ignore. Together, they’d spent most of the night trading places on my cock and each other’s tongues, working in tandem to see which of them could get me to break first. The scent of their combined sweat and arousal still clung to the sheets, and to my own skin. I could taste it every breath, and I could almost hear Summer’s half-crazy laughter echoing off the walls.

If this was sin, then I was already the devil’s favorite bedtime story.

I took a minute to just… savor it. The way Summer’s nipple had gone slightly hard in the early AC draft, a dusky gold contrasting with the smooth curve of her breast. The way Kylie’s cheek pressed against my heart, her lips parted just enough to reveal a flash of perfect white teeth. Her hand was locked around my cock like she thought someone might make a grab for it in the night.

Not a chance. No force of nature on Earth was prying Kylie Carter off me. Not unless they wanted to lose a hand.

Of all the ways to wake up, this had to be the top of the pyramid. Yet my brain kept flashing yellow lights. Sponsor interviews at nine, final deck check before cast-off. The whole streaming circus waiting for proof of life. Last night, I’d belonged to Summer and Kylie. This morning, the yacht, my yacht, needed me.

I pried myself loose in slow motion, careful as a bomb technician. Kylie’s grip tightened instinctively, and for a second I thought she might wake up swinging, but she just grumbled in her sleep and nuzzled closer to Summer’s back. Summer rolled over, the sheets slipping down to reveal her ass, a perfect, golden swell, high and round, still faintly red from last night’s spankings. I ran a hand down her side, tracing the path of freckles over her hip, and forced myself to get up before I was tempted to wake the girls with my mouth. Or my cock. Or both.

I padded across the stateroom, stepping over a tangle of bikini tops and carelessly discarded sundresses. If not for the panoramic window flooding the room with bruise-blue twilight, I’d have sworn we’d slept right through sunrise. Miami’s skyline was just a dark silhouette, waiting to be devoured by daylight.

I dug a pair of shorts from the chaos at the foot of the bed. Went commando, because apparently my only available underwear was currently knotted around Kylie’s left wrist. I found a clean linen shirt, still smelled like the last marina laundry, which was better than anything in the hamper. Then I grabbed my deck shoes and headed up the stairs with one last look at the sleeping troublemakers.

They were still tangled together, breasts mashed cheek-to-cheek, the sheets barely covering the curve of Summer’s ass or the wicked bruise on Kylie’s inner thigh from where I’d lost control and left my mark. No regrets. Just anticipation for a rematch.

The rest of the yacht was silent, but not for long. I walked the companionway, trailing fingertips along polished teak. The air up top was thick with promise, salt, distant music from the dockside bars, and the faintest end-of-night perfume from Summer’s favorite oil. The kind that stuck to your skin and drifted into every breath.

Up on deck, golden hour hit me full in the face.

Sunrise in Miami wasn’t a gradual process. One minute the world was shadows and a smudge of pink on the horizon, and then suddenly everything, every inch of gelcoat, stainless, and wood, blazed gold. The water outside the marina was a perfect sheet of hammered bronze. The city skyline behind me looked like it was on fire, all glass and steel. The only sounds were the gulls and the soft slap of water against the hull, oddly gentle for a place so famous for hangovers and bad decisions.

I took a deep breath and rolled my shoulders, shaking off what was left of the night. This was my ship, my moment. Whatever happened next, there was no going back.

I did a quick scan, lines coiled perfectly, anchor raised, fenders stowed, all deck hatches secured. Lila had left her usual sticky notes everywhere, reminding me which sponsor was calling at what time and where to find the backup GoPro if someone decided to throw another camera into the ocean.

Below deck, I could hear the subtle hum of the streaming relay. A new reality: every move, every second, possibly being watched by strangers on six continents who’d tuned in for the promise of sun, sex, and chaos. No pressure.

But out here, I felt like a god. For five minutes, nobody needed a piece of me. Nobody was demanding answers.

I ran a hand through my hair and leaned against the rail, letting the wind clear my head.

That lasted all of thirty seconds.

The main salon door slid open with a bang, and out poured trouble times two.

Summer and Kylie, fresh off whatever scheme they’d cooked up during my escape from the bed, hit the stairs together. There was a pause, just long enough for both of them to pose in the way that said they knew I was watching. Maybe the whole world was.

Matching white sundresses, of course. Not just any white, starched, blinding, perfectly see-through in the morning light. No bras, obviously. Summer’s nipples were already hard, teased by the ocean breeze through the thin fabric, dead-center in the crosshairs for anyone who looked her way. The dress hugged her tiny waist and barely contained the fullness of her breasts, the skirt flirting above her thighs. Kylie’s version was even more dangerous, strapless, clinging to every inch of her athlete’s body. If she so much as breathed too deep, her entire chest was going to pop out for the Miami Paparazzi, or, more likely, some lucky bastard on YouTube. Both girls wore nothing on their feet, toes painted white and gold, making them look like wild priestesses about to drag me to bed or burn the yacht down. Maybe both.

“Look at you.” I couldn’t help grinning, and they both grinned right back, pure electricity. “Matching dresses?”

“Summer’s idea,” Kylie said, her voice low and dangerous. She prowled across the deck and planted herself against my right side, picking up where she’d left off in bed. “She wanted to make a statement.”

Summer simply pressed herself into my left side, eyes glinting mischief. “You’re the captain, daddy. We’re just your crew.”

With those dresses, they weren’t serving drinks or coiling lines, they were serving warning. Hands off, world.

Kylie ran her hand along my abs, fingers lingering on the small scratch she’d left just above my waistband. Her lips found my jaw, teeth grazing. “You left us cold in there.”

“Go easy,” I muttered, but the words sounded like a joke. My cock was already straining against my shorts, the memory of their bodies impossible to shake. Summer answered by slipping her hand up my shirt, nails ghosting over my ribs.

“I thought you said you wanted to get a jump on the day?” Summer whispered, her voice pure sunrise heat. “Or did you just want to stare at us in these little dresses?”

“Don’t make me pick,” I said.

They laughed, a sound that promised more trouble in my immediate future.

The truth: I was outnumbered and outgunned, and I fucking loved it.

I took in the view one more time, both of them draped over me, hair shining, skin glowing, and eyes already hungry for more. For a second, I wondered how anybody could look at these women, my women, and not want to break every rule in the book just for the chance to wake up next to them. The answer: you’d have to be dead.

With two girls this beautiful hanging off my arms, I didn’t care if the whole damn marina heard us.

“Ready for the circus?” I asked. “The dads get here in an hour.”

“Always.” Kylie winked. Then she slipped her hand possessively into mine, letting the world know I was hers.

But I could tell Summer was the real instigator today. She leaned in, lips brushing my ear. “Don’t worry, babe. If the show’s called Harem on the Horizon, we’re going to give them something to watch.”

Miami was waking up. The engines below kicked on, humming through the hull. The sunlight cut through everything, painting True North in blinding gold, turning the water metallic. You could smell the city, the perfume of lost nights, salt, money, and promise.

And there we stood at the center of it. Captain, troublemaker, and wild thing in matching white dresses, daring the world to blink first.

Whatever doubts I had died in that moment. The cameras were rolling, the lines were cast, and the game was officially on.

Let them watch.

***

The only thing hotter than the Miami sun at eight in the morning was Adam Carter’s bear hug.

I’d barely finished going over the bow safety rail when Adam hit the top of the gangway, loaded for bear. He wore battered Ray-Bans and a big shit-eating grin, his muscle-guy swagger only a little softened by the hint of salt-and-pepper at his temples.

Summer and Kylie flanked me instantly, like two bodyguards with excellent legs. Adam never missed a beat. The second he was close enough, Kylie broke free and threw herself into his arms hard enough I heard the slap of skin on skin.

“Missed you, you big oaf!” Kylie said, her voice bouncing off every hull in the marina.

Adam wrapped her up and spun her in a circle. “That’s my Wildfire. God, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” he said, the pride in his voice impossible to miss. He squeezed her tighter, and Kylie squealed as if she hadn’t just spent the whole previous night trying to see if I could fuck her into a coma.

Mark Hollis hung back two steps, taking it all in. If Adam was the jock-turned-dad, Mark was a former SEAL in full security mode, ramrod straight, chin up, blue eyes scanning for threats I couldn’t even imagine. He didn’t smile, but he did nod at me, and that was the kind of respect you earned, not bought.

Mark's eyes narrowed slightly as he took my measure. "Cap," he said, his voice all business. "You ready for a year away from civilization?"

I met his gaze without flinching. "Wouldn't trade it for anything," I replied, meaning every word.

He raised an eyebrow, like he was weighing my pulse or my secrets, then scanned over Summer and Kylie, clocking the dresses, the skin, the total lack of shame. He almost cracked a smile, but not quite.

Adam set Kylie down, still holding her by the waist, and did a double take. “Sunshine, you’re brighter than ever,” he said to Summer, who beamed at him like he’d handed her the actual sun.

“Captain’s orders,” Summer said, sliding her arm around my waist with a deliberate squeeze.

Mark finally shook my hand, a grip like a hydraulic press, and his gaze flicked from Kylie’s hand on my ass to Summer’s smirk. If he had opinions, he was keeping them locked down for now.

We made it as far as the aft table before Adam clocked the new cameras. “Who set up the surveillance state?” he asked, pointing at the tiny domes mounted above the salon door and the rails.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s not security, it’s the main attraction. Reality TV, yacht style. Every stateroom, deck, and galley’s got a fixed camera. Crew’ll run mobile shots. Evan’s the chief operator. Anything we don’t want on the highlight reel, we better keep belowdecks and off coms.”

Adam’s eyebrows disappeared into his hairline. “You’re shitting me.”

“Not this time, brother.” I let them soak that in. “The show’s called Harem on the Horizon. Apparently, I’m the headline act.”

Kylie grinned, all teeth and attitude. “You were born for it, Cap.”

Mark, ever the tactician, scanned the upper deck, mentally logging every camera angle. He didn’t say anything, but I could see the wheels turning, data gathering, risk assessment, and silent judgment all at once.

The engine rumble was drowned out, for a moment, by the sudden outburst at the dock. Next wave of our merry band: Emma, Tessa, Brooke, and Evan.

Emma was first up the gangway, barefoot, sundress fluttering, a smile big enough to make anyone feel at home. She went straight in for a hug, holding me just a beat longer than protocol allowed. Her hair smelled like fresh mango, and her laugh chased away the awkwardness in a heartbeat.

“Hey, Skipper,” Emma said. “Try not to lose us at sea, okay?”

“No promises,” I said, squeezing her hand before she turned to greet Adam.

Tessa followed, eyes wide, notebook clutched in one hand, her own dress a soft blue that matched the early morning light. She moved with that unhurried, graceful patience that made you want to walk slower just to match her rhythm. She hugged me too, and for a split second I could feel her heart jackhammering against my chest.

“You look—” I started, but Summer beat me to it.

“Tess, you’re like moonlight in daylight,” Summer said, always the poet, always the provocateur.

Tessa blushed, but she held my gaze. “I’m just glad to be here, Captain Cole.”

I stole a glance past the girls and nearly choked on my own tongue. Brooke Hollis, usually the image of boardroom precision, was standing there in a soft, pale pink dress that clung to her curves. Her platinum hair was loose, spilling over her shoulders in gentle waves. Gone was the legal-queen ice. In her place: a woman who looked like she might actually believe in fun.

Brooke caught me staring and arched an eyebrow. “Is there a problem with the dress code, Captain Everett?”

“No, ma’am,” I said, managing to sound almost confident. “You set the standard.”

She pursed her lips, like she wasn’t going to grant me the dignity of a laugh. But her eyes sparkled, and I caught the tiniest upturn at the corner of her mouth. The princess was still in there, she’d just learned to play the game differently.

Before I could react, Kylie pulled Brooke into a half-hug while Summer fake-curtsied. Even Emma did a double take, grinning with real warmth.

Mark took in his daughters, said nothing, but his admiration was obvious. He looked at Brooke like a man who’d built something perfect, and at Tessa like a puzzle he couldn’t solve.

Behind the crowd, Evan hung back, awkward but eager, shuffling camera bags and tech cases. The kid was barely twenty-three, with the vibe of an overcaffeinated grad student and all the social skills that came with it. He managed a quick handshake and a flustered “Morning, Captain,” before getting elbowed aside by the real stars of the show.

I was about to ask if he needed a hand with the gear, but before I could blink, Evan had disappeared down the side hatch. Two minutes later, he popped back up on deck, shouldering a camera so big he looked like a one-man news crew.

He started filming immediately, set jaw, steady hands, and all business. Except every time Tessa crossed his frame, his voice cracked or his fingers fumbled the lens. It was almost endearing.

Tessa didn’t seem to notice, but Summer definitely did. “Is it just me, or does Evan get extra shy when Tessa’s onboard?” she whispered, loud enough that only three different microphones would pick it up.

I shook my head. “If he survives a year at sea with this crowd, they should give the kid a medal.”

Evan must have heard, because he turned beet red, but kept filming. He circled the deck in wide arcs, getting every angle, the glint of sunrise off the rails, the flash of a tanned thigh, the way Kylie and Summer practically draped themselves over me whenever we were in arm’s reach. Not that I minded.

Adam and Mark traded glances as Kylie and Summer jockeyed for position, two sharks circling the same bait. Adam seemed equal parts proud and bewildered, but there was a glimmer of concern in his eyes. Mark watched everything like a chess grandmaster, already prepping his daughter-defense playbook.

At some point, Brooke sidled up next to me, voice so low it was practically a secret.

“It’s odd, isn’t it?” she said. “Being on camera for everything?”

“Rules of the voyage,” I said. “Adapt or get left behind.”

She nodded once, satisfaction flickering across her face. “I plan to be ahead, not behind.”

That’s when I realized: the old hierarchy was gone. This wasn’t just a test sail. This was a year of of open combat with cameras rolling and no second takes.

As the energy on deck amped up, so did the tension. Summer and Kylie made it their mission to never let go of me for more than twenty seconds at a time, each touch more deliberate than the last. Emma moved between groups, peacekeeper and gentle soul, making sure even Brooke and Tessa, opposites in every way, felt comfortable.

Above it all, Evan continued to orbit, camera catching every moment. But I noticed his professionalism slip every time Tessa laughed or leaned over to check something on her phone. She had that effect on people, broke them open, made them want to be seen.

Brooke and Kylie coordinated lines at the bow, already bickering but in that sibling way that said they’d kill for each other if push came to shove. Summer and I did a final walkthrough aft, checking everything twice, her delicate hand ghosting over my ass every time she thought nobody was looking.

The day’s grind had officially started, but nobody was pretending this was a normal gig anymore.

I called everyone together at the flybridge, clocking how even on a boat this size, the energy threatened to overflow. Adam poured coffee. Mark sipped bottled water and never broke eye contact with the camera. Kylie pressed herself into my hip, Summer spooned up on my left, and the rest, Emma, Brooke, Tessa, and Evan, clustered starboard, already forming new alliances.

If there was a script, we’d lost it. Already, the harem dynamic was taking over, who led, who followed, who got jealous and who pretended not to care.

Evan lowered his camera for a second to wipe sweat from his brow, but as soon as Tessa ducked her head to laugh at something Summer said, he snapped back into photographer mode.

“Try to catch the candid stuff,” I said. “Nobody wants a fake smile.”

He nodded, determined, and nearly tripped over his own feet as he backed up for a better angle.

“Candid’s all we do,” Summer teased.

By the time the sun cleared the skyline, every secret on deck was being recorded, dissected, and, if Summer had anything to say about it, broadcast to the world.

And we weren’t even out of the harbor yet.

***

The yacht was already humming with adrenaline when Lila finally arrived at the dock. She looked stunning, dark hair loose, body poured into a sundress, every inch the quietly competent queen I’d grown to rely on. But she wasn’t alone.

Trailing behind her was a guy who could’ve walked off a Wall Street billboard, navy sport coat, hair perfectly slicked, every move screaming “I’m better than you and I can prove it with my Rolex.”

Lila tried to introduce him low-key, but no dice.

“Everyone, this is my friend Nathan,” she said, looking like maybe she hoped he’d play nice for just five minutes.

Nathan didn’t even let her finish. “We’re a little more than friends,” he corrected her, voice booming like a televangelist. His smile looked polished, but there was steel behind it. “She’s my intended, aren’t you, Lila?” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, way too tight for comfort.

The vibes turned sour in record time. I had two seconds to take stock: Summer and Kylie on my arms, Adam and Mark at my back, the rest of the crew frozen as Nathan made himself at home, radiating a mix of money, testosterone, and sanctimony.

Nathan turned to Summer and gave her the once-over. “So, you’re the notorious Summer. I’ve been warned about you.” Then he glanced at Kylie, like he was weighing a cut of meat. “And you must be Kylie. Lila told me there would be challenges aboard.”

Kylie’s eyes narrowed, but she said nothing. Summer just flashed her predatory smile. Nathan didn’t seem to notice he was already outclassed.

Evan, ever the professional, hovered with his camera, rolling from the very first second. The guy had a sixth sense for drama.

Nathan reached into his memory palace for a quote. “As the good Book says, ‘A wife of noble character is her husband’s crown, but a disgraceful wife is like decay in his bones.’” He shot a pointed look at Lila, then at every other woman on deck. “I believe in strong leadership. Old-fashioned, some might say, but I think women aboard should honor their captain and promote harmony. Am I right, Captain Everett?”

He tried to say it like we were on the same team. Like somehow I’d be flattered.

Summer slid her hand up my bicep. “Harmony’s my specialty. Want to see how I handle disrespect?” she purred.

Nathan went pale, but still tried to bluff his way through. “I don’t intend to get in the way. I’m here to make sure Lila is not led astray by… alternative influences.” His gaze locked on the curve of Kylie’s ass, still barely contained in her white dress.

Kylie stepped closer, pressing herself fully against my side. “I’d watch what you say, pal. Not everyone here’s buying what you’re selling.”

“I speak only the truth,” Nathan said, puffing himself up. “Strong men guide, weak men get replaced. I hope you’re not the latter, Captain.”

Even Adam, king of tact, lost his grin for a second. Mark’s jaw clenched so tight I thought he’d break a molar.

Meanwhile, Evan caught every micro-expression, zooming in, capturing the showdown. The kid was practically drooling at the tension.

Lila bent her head, trying to shrink inside herself, but Summer reached out and gently squeezed her arm, muted solidarity, a lifeline.

Nathan launched into a highlight reel of his credentials: “MBA from Columbia, runs a portfolio of real estate investments, active in conservative causes, first team at my church. Leadership is what matters in a man, wouldn’t you agree?” He angled his jaw at Mark, expecting an ally. Mark just stared, silent, unmoved, a one-man firing squad.

It was a disaster cocktail: one part smug bastard, two parts outdated worldview, and a dash of religious guilt.

Not on my boat.

Summer and Kylie doubled down. They flanked me like ring girls at a championship prize fight, hands roaming freely, making it clear who was on top of the food chain and of me. Summer tucked herself against my left, fingers ghosting over my ribs, hair gold and wild. Kylie claimed my right, one hand on my hip, the other slipping beneath the waistband of my shorts just long enough to make a point.

“This is our captain,” Summer said, loud and proud. “Best man on board. Best man anywhere.”

Kylie let her lips graze my jaw. “You got a problem, you can always take the next tender back to Miami.”

Evan caught it all: the posturing, the power play. If this didn’t make the show’s highlight reel, nothing would.

Adam tried his best to keep it playful. “Looks like my daughter’s got you outnumbered, Cole. You gonna be okay?”

“I hope so,” I said. “Unless we’re signing up for group therapy before we hit the Gulfstream.”

Mark watched, arms crossed, every muscle wired tight. He clocked every interaction, every beat of disrespect. Noted, logged, filed for later.

Nathan tried another round of backhanded compliments, but I waved it off. Time to cut the bullshit.

“Everyone,” I said, voice clear and sharp, “Salon. Now.”

The group flowed inside, crowding the curved sofa and spilling into every available space, Summer and Kylie still planted on both sides of me. Lila hovered near the door, Evan set his camera for a wide shot, and Nathan posted up at the end of the bar like he owned the place.

I didn’t waste time. “Let’s get one thing on the record. I’m in a relationship with Kylie and Summer. It’s serious, it’s mutual, we’re in love, and it’s not up for debate. We’re doing a show, Harem on the Horizon. The streaming deal is what’s funding our voyage. There’s no secrets. No lies.”

Silence. More intense than any hurricane warning.

Adam was first to crack. He grinned, ran a hand through his hair, and let out a low whistle. “We may be old, but we aren’t blind. I’ve known Kylie’s had a crush on you since forever.”

Kylie shot him a look that could burn paint off the hull. “It’s way more than a crush, Dad. I’m in love with Cole. I know you always wanted to protect me, but you don’t have to anymore.”

Summer’s next. She squared her shoulders and met every eye in the room. “Me too. We’re tired of hiding. The only thing we want is to be with Cole, and with each other.”

Adam looked at Kylie, really looked at her, and I saw regret flicker behind his eyes. “I’m sorry, Ky. You’re a grown woman. Guess I need to start acting like it and stop pretending you’re a kid who needs her daddy to fight her battles.”

Kylie softened. For a moment, she looked ten years younger. “You’re always my dad. But this is where I belong. Cole is my life. The sooner you make peace with that the better off we’ll all be.”

Summer laced her fingers through Kylie’s and squeezed, a show of solidarity more powerful than any sermon.

Next to me, Mark Hollis straightened even further, if that was possible. When he spoke, his words were clipped, precise, a man setting expectations on the record.

“We don’t approve. But they’re adults, and we trust you. Don’t make us regret that.”

He didn’t blink. If I fucked up, he’d make sure I paid for it.

I nodded. “Understood, Mark.”

Lila looked up, eyes wide with relief. Emma hugged her from behind, offering comfort. Brooke raised her glass to me, the tiniest smirk on her lips, as if she’d known all along. Tessa glanced between Summer and Kylie, trying to process a world where love wasn’t supposed to fit inside a box.

Nathan, unsurprisingly, had to get the last word.

“My parents would have never tolerated this kind of behavior. But I suppose, as you say, Captain, your boat, your rules.”

“Exactly,” Summer said, flashing teeth. “And if you can’t cope, there’s always the lifeboats.”

Even Evan broke his silence, snorting behind the camera.

Adam and Mark exchanged a long look, decades of brotherhood packed into two seconds. Then Adam shrugged, accepting the new normal.

I reached for Summer’s hand, then Kylie’s. They both locked onto me, smiles brighter than the Miami sunrise.

“About the cameras,” I said, letting my words settle over the group. “They’re everywhere except the bedrooms and bathrooms. The computer below deck uses AI to filter and blur nudity, sex, or anything that might cost us our license. So you won’t have to worry about nude images showing up on the Internet. You have my word on that.”

A hush fell, and I watched for any ripple of worry along their faces. But the answer seemed to set the group at ease, a few exchanged glances, someone exhaled. Maybe now they’d relax enough to forget about the cameras altogether, and just get on with living their lives.

For better or worse, the truth was out. The lines were drawn, the rules re-written, and for the first time in my life, I felt like I actually had a shot at happiness.

Whether anyone on board liked it or not.

The cameras caught every moment as the new order settled over the yacht, sealing our fate.

Let the voyage begin.

***

Miami looked hungover in the rearview. True North vibrated with fresh energy as I throttled up, the familiar purr of diesel engines cutting a path straight through the early morning haze.

Lila claimed the stern like a queen with a grudge. She had her phone, tablet, and a paper printout, all color-coded and laminated for the day’s camera and crew schedules, sponsor calls, and mealtimes. She worked with surgical focus, lips pressed thin, pretending Nathan wasn’t looming two inches off her shoulder.

Nathan never actually helped, he just hovered, shoulders squared, jaw tight, always ready to “correct” her if she veered off script. Every time Lila so much as glanced up to check a camera angle, Nathan tensed, like she might drop the yacht’s command codes and sprint for freedom. Her knuckles were white on her tablet, but her voice, when she finally called out a question to the bridge, never shook.

I made a mental note to keep one eye open. A guy like Nathan was a storm in the making, the type who’d sink the whole damn ship if he thought it proved a point.

Midship, Summer and Kylie spread out on a lounge cushion, instantly at ease. They were glued to the dashboard on Summer’s phone, obsessing over the live streaming stats for last night’s “show.” I caught a glimpse of the screen, our above-deck make-out session that ultimately led to our below-deck steamy, naked tangle from twelve hours before was already the top-voted highlight for the week. Hundreds of thousands of strangers, eyes glued to my private life, eager for more.

Summer propped her bare feet on Kylie’s lap, giggling as the numbers ticked up. Kylie, never content to just watch, cupped Summer’s ankle in her palm, tracing lazy circles, a show of possession, maybe, but also comfort. They whispered and laughed, not even bothering to lower their voices as Evan’s camera circled for a better angle. Summer smiled straight into the lens and blew me a kiss.

Up at the bow, Emma orchestrated a small truce with all the tact of a UN ambassador. She’d wedged herself on a cushion between Brooke and Tessa, her tone low and persuasive. Brooke looked like she wanted to control the horizon, arms crossed, eyes narrowed, posture perfect. Tessa hunched beside her, scribbling in her journal, hair framing her face, lost in some interior world I’d never quite reach. Emma kept them both in check, smoothing over the friction with gentle questions and soft smiles. To my surprise, even Brooke thawed a little under Emma’s steady care.

Evan tried to pretend he was part of the crew, but it was obvious: he was here for the footage, and for Tessa. Any time she turned his way, he nearly tripped over his own feet. The kid was a disaster, but his eye was undeniable. He caught subtle things, the way sweat trickled down Kylie’s back, the way Summer reclined with the confidence of a sun goddess, the way Lila’s hands trembled just before she pressed a button or Nathan barked a correction.

The fathers? They stayed at the flybridge, nursing mugs of coffee and watching me steer us out of Biscayne like I was the only safe bet in a crooked game. Adam wore his trademark easy grin, but every so often, he got lost in the view of Kylie and Summer, a crease of worry knifing through his mask. Mark monitored everything, his daughters, the lines, the horizon, probably his own blood pressure. The man didn’t relax for a single second.

The coastline fell away fast. Miami’s glass spires shrank in the wake, blurring into smog, then ocean mist, then nothing. The air smelled like brine and engine oil, with a hint of coconut and citrus from the girls’ sunscreen. Salt spray coated my forearms, and the wind hit me full in the chest, sharp and wild, a welcome shock to the system.

At the helm, I ran a last systems check, autopilot, nav charts, emergency radio, all green. I glanced at the aft camera feed and caught a perfect tableau: Summer and Kylie entwined in the sun, white dresses glowing. Lila, regal even under siege. Emma, Brooke, and Tessa, an unlikely sisterhood at the bow. The fathers, as always, in their command post.

Cameras caught it all, each blink and breath, each touch or hesitation. Below deck, the network relay whirred as it crunched our lives into content, streaming to thousands, maybe more.

I’d signed on for adventure, something salt-stained and pure. Now, I realized, this was something altogether different. This was confession, performance, vulnerability weaponized. There was no shield, not for me, not for anyone on this boat.

For a split second, I wondered if we could survive it. Not the storms or the squalls, we could handle those. It was the reckless exposure, the way every flaw and fight would be magnified and rewound, made a spectacle for strangers who’d never risk a thing.

The deck plates vibrated as we cleared the last channel marker. The water opened, blue and endless, gold reflecting off every crest.

I felt the eyes on me, on us, not just from the deck, but from behind every hidden camera, every glowing screen. I gripped the wheel and let the engines sing.

The city, the safe harbor, the old rules, they were gone. All that remained was the truth: we were in this together, for better or worse, and the real test was only just beginning.

The ocean didn’t give a damn about our dramas, our secrets, our holy wars.

But somebody, somewhere, was watching.

And I had no intention of letting them see me fall.


Chapter two
Sunshine and Moonlight


If you asked anyone aboard True North where I’d go to hide from the world, they’d all point straight to the flybridge. You could see everything from up there, the writhing navy blue of the Caribbean, the horizon sharp as a blade, the faint green glow of navigation screens, and nothing but wind and sky for company.

That’s exactly where I went after dinner, after the endless spiral of congratulations, teasing, and subtle power plays down below. Summer and Kylie had paraded around the main deck in nothing but bikini bottoms and open linen shirts, making sure every camera angle got a taste of their bodies. Adam and Mark kept to the upper lounge, bourbon in hand, trading war stories and trying not to look at how their daughters kept finding excuses to brush up against me. Brooke and Tessa played chess at the aft table under the soft wash of deck lights, their voices low and competitive. Even Lila seemed to relax, shedding Nathan like a bad anchor, losing herself in the logistics of tomorrow’s port entry.

But up top, there was nothing but the helm, the night, and the growl of engine and ocean.

I never thought I’d fall back into old habits so fast, clinging to the wheel like a life raft, staring at a phone screen until the pixels melted into one long scream.

But right then, that was my world.

The episode had gone live forty minutes earlier, just enough time for the Internet to start chewing us up and spitting us back out. The numbers were pure insanity. One million views and counting. Two hundred thousand comments, half thirsty, half desperate to know when the next episode would drop. The trending hashtags were exactly what you’d expect: #YachtDaddy #SinOnTheSea #HaremLife.

If hell had a ticker tape, it would look like this.

I thumbed through a dozen posts, each one more unhinged than the last. Every shot of Summer straddling my lap, every flash of Kylie’s tongue in my mouth, every unscripted touch had been clipped, slowed, and memed by people who’d never set foot on a damn boat in their lives.

And I should have hated it. The exposure. The invasion. The rawness of it all.

But the crazy part? Deep down, in the marrow, a piece of me loved it.

The world wanted to see what happened when a so-called good man caved to temptation. And here I was, starring in my own public undoing, center stage.

I gripped the helm tighter, trying to ignore the way my pulse thudded in my throat.

The water was calm, but my nerves were a hurricane.

Out of the shadows, Summer materialized like a hallucination. She didn’t bother with the steps. She climbed the ladder barefoot, gold hair streaming behind her, sundress clinging to her figure in the humid dark. The deck lights along the rail caught her curves and threw them into high relief, each step a dare.

I didn’t turn. Didn’t need to. Her presence hit me like static.

She padded up behind me and let the silence stretch to the breaking point. I could smell her, coconut oil, ocean, and the sharp bite of tequila from dinner. It was a scent burned into my DNA already.

She leaned over my shoulder, breathing heat against my ear. “You hiding, baby?”

“Flybridge doesn’t count as hiding,” I muttered.

She laughed, a sound with hooks. “You always say that, but I know better. Every time it gets too real, you climb somewhere high so nobody can touch you. But here I am.”

She slipped in front of me and planted herself on the edge of the instrument panel, legs parted, dress riding high, making it impossible not to stare.

I did. No pretense.

She watched the way my gaze traced up her thighs, then cocked her head, playful and deadly all at once. “You’re trending, you know. Number one in three countries. The world can’t get enough of their favorite captain and his sluts in white dresses.”

The word “slut” shouldn’t have sounded like a compliment, but from her lips, it landed like a kiss.

“Glad we could entertain them,” I said, voice flat but honest.

She reached out and tapped the phone still glued to my fist. “You been doomscrolling again?”

“Checking metrics.”

“Right,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You mean blowing your own mind with how many people want to watch you fuck me and Kylie in every single room of this boat.”

I tried to laugh it off, but she wasn’t letting go.

She leaned in, dropping her voice. “You think you’re hiding from the cameras, but you’re the one standing in the brightest spotlight. You like it, Cole. Don’t insult me by pretending you don’t.”

The words cut. Because she was right.

She must have seen it on my face, because her grin turned wild.

“Tell me the truth,” she whispered, eyes locked on mine. “Does it turn you on? Knowing the whole fucking world is watching you own me?”

I looked away. “It’s complicated.”

“Bullshit,” she said, her tone pure steel. “Hesitation now insults us all. If you’re going to fuck me in the open, you better love it.”

Her hands found my shoulders, kneading the tension there, but she never broke eye contact. “You want to know what I think? I think you’re addicted to being wanted. After your ex, after the divorce, after all the years you made yourself invisible, you finally get to be the center. The anchor. You love it.”

It hit me harder than any slap. I opened my mouth to argue, but nothing came out.

She pressed closer, the heat of her body erasing any distance. “You know what else?” she murmured. “I love it, too. I love knowing you’re strong enough not to flinch. That you don’t run. That you’ll take everything I give you and make it matter. That’s why I picked you. It’s why I love you. You’re man enough to take me and come back every time.”

For a second, we just stared at each other, the yacht rolling gently underfoot, the lights of the nearest island barely a smudge on the horizon.

She didn’t blink.

So I did the only thing that made sense.

I grabbed her waist and pulled her into my lap, forcing her to straddle me, face-to-face, the way she liked best. Her breath hitched, but she didn’t break character.

“You want honesty?” I said, jaw tight. “I love it. I love knowing everyone can see exactly who you belong to. I love that you’re mine. I love you, Summer.”

Summer tangled her hands in my shirt, yanking me close until our foreheads touched.

“Prove it,” she whispered.

And just like that, the argument turned carnal.

I found her mouth with mine, kissing her hard, no patience for slow seduction. She melted into me, grinding her hips until I was rock hard beneath her. My hands roamed up her thighs, found the curve of her ass and squeezed, pulling her closer until every barrier was just a formality.

She broke the kiss, lips red and swollen, eyes burning, and yanked the straps of her dress down her shoulders. The thin fabric sagged, revealing the golden expanse of her chest, the perfect swell of those legendary tits, bikini lines cutting sharp over her curves, nipples already hard from anticipation. No modesty, no pause. She wanted to be worshipped, and I was happy to oblige.

I licked a trail from her collarbone down to her left nipple, taking it gently between my teeth, just to see her shudder. She gasped, arching her back, pressing her breast deeper into my mouth. I sucked slow, rolling the bud with my tongue, savoring the way her whole body trembled for me.

She reached down and started palming my cock through my shorts, fingers strong and sure. “You get hard every time I bare myself for you. And for them,” she whispered, glancing up at the nearest camera dome.

“Maybe I do,” I replied, biting her nipple hard enough to make her moan.

She slipped her hand under the waistband, finding me already slick with pre-cum, and stroked with a confidence that said she knew exactly how to break me.

I slipped both hands under her dress, dragging it up until it was bunched around her waist. She wore nothing underneath, of course. Summer never did. Her pussy gleamed in the soft light, already wet, lips pink and plush and open for me.

I reached for my phone, thumbing the camera app to see what the lens saw. The AI filter blurred out her breasts, cunt and my hard cock, but our bodies, locked together in the heat of the night, looked like living shadows. Pure, primal, unmistakable.

That knowledge set my nerves on fire.

She ripped my shorts open, no hesitation, freeing my cock. She lined her pussy up and rubbed her slit along the head, coating me in her juices, then sank down, taking me in, inch by agonizing inch.

The sensation nearly derailed me.

She rode me slow at first, locking her eyes onto mine, arms wrapped around my neck. Her tits bounced inches from my mouth, and I buried my face between them, breathing her in. The air tasted like sweat and salt and satisfaction.

“God, you’re beautiful,” I whispered against her skin.

She laughed, a pure shot of summer. “You say that every time you fuck me. But I’ll never get tired of hearing it.”

She upped the tempo, rolling her hips, grinding down until I bottomed out inside her. The friction was obscene, slick and hot and magnetic. I dug my fingers into her ass, guiding her rhythm, but she was always in control.

She bent down, lips brushing my ear. “I love you, Cole. I want you. Forever. Even when you try to pull away.”

That nearly broke me.

She rode me harder, using her whole body, sweat beading on her chest and trickling down to where our bodies met. Every thrust hit deep, her pussy clenching greedily around my cock. The only sounds were her ragged little moans, the slap of skin on skin, and the ever-present hum of the night.

If the cameras were catching our silhouettes, let them. I wanted the world to see what it looked like when Summer Reyes decided to consume a man.

She arched back, hands in her hair, tits thrust out like an offering to the stars.

I licked a trail down her sternum, then bit her right nipple, pulling a cry from her lips that sounded like a prayer.

She rode me with an intensity that bordered on violent like she was out to break the all-time human record for pleasure and refusal to yield. Every muscle in her body flexed with intent, her abs rippling, thighs clamped vice-tight around my hips, hair turning liquid with sweat and flying wild around her face. The starlight caught on her skin, outlining her in slick gold and shadow, every bounce and grind a work of obsession.

It was a raw and glorious surrender, the way I let her use me, let her take me, fuck me, claim every inch for herself and for every invisible voyeur. She didn’t just ride, she wrestled, bearing down on me with jaw clenched, eyes locked to mine with the lunatic certainty of a woman who’d already decided she’d never let me go. Her hands fisted in my hair, then slammed against my chest, then raked my shoulders like she couldn’t get close enough, couldn’t crawl deep enough beneath my skin. I could feel how wet she was, the way her slick heat fluttered and gripped and tried to milk me dry, as if my body was the last source of life in an empty world.

I met her rhythm with everything I had, hands glued to her body, palming her ass, then skimming up her ribs to cup both breasts, squeezing until she gasped and arched into my mouth. I took what I wanted, no permission needed: her nipple between my lips, the taste of her sweat on my tongue, my teeth grazing the sharp curve of her shoulder. She ground harder, and the world went white at the edges. There was nothing gentle about it, nothing polite, only pure animal need, the hunger of two people who’d spent years pretending they didn’t ache and now had no clue how to stop.

She started to tremble, her legs shaking, her hands white-knuckled on my neck. I could tell she was close, the way her breath split into high, desperate gasps, the way her pussy clenched on me with every bounce. I pushed up into her, meeting her every thrust until my whole body strained and my vision blurred. She swore, then bit my lip so hard I tasted blood, and I loved her for it, loved that she could do this to me, that I could be this for her.

The sky above spun and spun, hot wind tousling her hair, the boat rolling beneath us in slow, deliberate rhythm. I heard the slap of flesh, the squeak of leather, the faint overhead whirr of a security cam zooming in, and none of it mattered except the fire building at the base of my spine, the knowledge that this was how Summer Reyes wanted me: no escape, no retreat, flat-out ruined in her arms.

She bent down, teeth grazing my jaw. “You’re safe with me, Captain. I won’t ever hurt you. I want you, all of you, always.”

She buried her face in my neck, breath hot and shaky.

I couldn’t hold back any longer.

The pressure built from the base of my spine, running electric all the way up, every nerve ending screaming. Summer felt it, sensed it, and locked down on me with those impossibly strong legs, hands gripping my shoulders for leverage, head thrown back as if she could drink the stars. She rode me with the desperation of a woman who needed to carve her name onto my bones, and in those final seconds, I gave up the illusion of control.

My balls drew tight, pleasure spiking sharp and hot, no warning, no mercy. I groaned her name, fists clutching her hips, and emptied myself in pulses so intense they bordered on pain. Summer felt the first spasm and went rigid, arms clamping around my neck as her own orgasm tore through her, primal and consuming. Her pussy clenched down, milking me for everything, rhythmic contractions that threatened to drag the soul right out of my body.

She moaned, a rough, unfiltered sound, and started to tremble. Sweat slicked her skin, the line of her throat shining in the deck lights, hair plastered to her face. Her nails dug furrows into my back through the thin shirt, and I let the pain anchor me, keep me from floating away. She was sobbing my name now, not quietly but like she was afraid it might be the last word she ever spoke, the only thing that could keep her tethered to the world.

The aftershocks hit her harder than I’d ever seen. She shook in my arms, body racked with little shivers, legs still wrapped around my waist, refusing to let me go. I stroked her back, murmuring her name, but she only clung tighter, burying her face against my neck, gasping for air between broken whimpers. Her tears were hot and wet on my skin, and it took a second for me to realize they were real.

“Hey,” I whispered, trying to tip her face up, but she refused to let me see.

She just held on, arms banded tight around my neck, breathing like a runner after the finish line. A strange, feral pride rose in my chest. I’d broken her, but she’d broken me back, and we both knew it.

She started to quiet down, the hurricane in her chest settling, but she never fully stopped shaking. My cock was still inside her, spent but stubborn, the seal between us unbroken. It was a metaphor so fucking on-the-nose I almost laughed. Instead I just held her, letting her heartbeat hammer against mine.

I glanced down at the chartplotter. We’d drifted out of the channel, autohelm compensating, but neither of us cared. The boat could have been on fire and I wouldn’t have moved. Summer finally looked up, mascara streaked, eyes red but fierce.

“You okay?” I asked, voice low.

She nodded, then shook her head, then nodded again.

“Did I hurt you?”

This time she managed a half-smile through the mess. “If you did, I loved it.”

I drew her tighter, burying my still hard cock to the hilt and inhaled her scent, setting my head spinning.

“I mean it,” she choked out. “Don’t ever hide from me again. I want you every night, every sunrise, every fucking second. You’re mine, Cole. I fucking love you.”

I laughed, the sound alien in my own ears. “Deal.”

She curled up against me, the wild energy in her gone, replaced by something softer, more fragile. I never would have guessed Summer Reyes could get this raw, could let herself dissolve in someone else’s hands and not apologize for it.

We sat like that, sweating and slick, half-naked under the Bahamian stars while the rest of the world turned and watched and judged. The only thing that mattered was her, breathing in time with me, her heart still racing.

She reached up and traced the line of my jaw with her finger, smudging sweat and tears together. “You’re mine,” she whispered. It wasn’t a question, or a boast. Just the truth.

I kissed her forehead, tasting salt and sun and a little bit of blood from where she’d bitten her own lip. “Always.”

She smiled, slow and dangerous, the Queen of the Night reclaiming her crown. “Good.”

It wasn’t surrender. It was victory.

Gradually, her shudders eased and her grip relaxed, but she kept her body pressed against mine, refusing to break the connection even after the last aftershock fluttered through her. I stroked her back in lazy circles, grounding her the way she’d grounded me so many times before. The wind picked up, cooling the sweat on our skin, and she shivered, this time from the chill.

I leaned forward and tucked her hair behind her ear, brushing my lips against her temple. She sighed, soft and content, then finally, finally let herself go limp. I wrapped my arms around her and held her as we rocked gently with the motion of the boat, the world shrinking to just us and the empty ocean.

The AI filter blurred out the rawest details, but I knew the cameras were getting plenty, the way we shook, the way we bonded, two silhouettes lost in each other against the night.

She was still trembling when I finally wrapped her in both arms and held her tight.

For the first time in a long time, I didn’t care who was watching.

Let them see. Let them want. None of it would ever measure up to what Summer had just given me. She was mine and the rest of the world could go to hell.

And what, for the first time in my life, I finally let myself accept.

***

Summer curled across my chest, hair tangled and damp, heart still racing in aftershocks. If there was a better place to die than this, under a blanket of stars, with the ocean humming beneath us and her bare skin pressed everywhere, I’d never seen it. The warm wind dried the sweat on our bodies, but the heat between us refused to fade.

Neither of us spoke for a long time. We just lay there, breathing, letting the world shrink to the rhythm of her heartbeat against mine. Her thigh draped over my hip, hand mapped across my chest, fingers splayed like she was oxygen-starved and needed proof I was real.

She was the first to break the trance.

Her voice was so soft I almost missed it. “You know what really scares me?” she said, not lifting her head. “It’s not sharing you. I can handle the other girls. I even like them, most days.”

She laughed, but the sound was brittle, nothing like her usual sunbeam crackle.

“What gets me,” she continued, “is the idea that one day, something gets too heavy for you, and you just… disappear behind your eyes. You don’t run, not physically, but you check out. Pull away. Like you used to with your ex.”

I froze. That was a cut she knew exactly how to land.

She pressed her lips to my shoulder, using her words like a shield and a confession all at once. “Don’t do that to me, Cole. I can handle anything except you pulling away for good.”

Her honesty hit harder than any orgasm. For a minute, all I could do was hold her tighter, feeling the slight shake in her arms, proof that even Summer, queen of freedom, was terrified of being left behind.

I’d always thought she was the wild one, the girl who’d tear down every fence and never look back. But here she was, trusting me with the thing she couldn’t trust anyone else with: her fear.

That was the moment everything shifted. I saw her clearly, maybe for the first time. Not as a tempest to tame, but as something elemental, an anchor, the thing that would keep me from spinning out when the storm finally hit.

I ran my hand down her back, tracing her spine. “You’re not losing me, Mer,” I said, using her favorite nickname. “If I ever do check out, call my ass on it. Bring me back. You’re the only one who can.”

She shivered, not from cold, but from relief.

I rolled onto my side and kissed the corner of her mouth. She sighed, melting into me, letting herself be vulnerable for once.

It took us a long time to get dressed. Neither of us wanted to break the spell.

She moved like a cat, slow and luxurious, bending to scoop up her sundress, giving me an encore show of her ass and the pink marks I’d left on her hips. I pulled my shorts back on, skipped the shirt, and watched the way she ran her hands through her wild hair, trying to tame the post-sex chaos. She looked at me, eyes bluer than the night sky, and grinned.

“You realize we’re about to waltz downstairs and everyone on this boat is going to know exactly what we just did,” she said.

I shrugged. “Let them. I’ve got nothing to hide anymore.”

She linked her fingers with mine, holding on like a promise. It was simple, solid, and it said everything we didn’t need to say out loud.

We navigated the ladder down to the main deck, her in front, me right at her back, still half-drunk on the taste of her. The transition from silent sanctuary to yacht life was instant, music thumping from the aft bar, bursts of laughter from the girls, the scent of rum and grilled pineapple thick in the air. But time slowed for just a second as we hit the landing.

The energy changed. People noticed.

Kylie was the first, sitting on the arm of a lounge chair, legs swinging. She locked eyes with Summer, then with me, a slow grin spreading across her face. It wasn’t jealousy or irritation, just respect. Like she recognized what Summer and I had just forged up there was something unique, untouchable.

Brooke looked over her shoulder and arched an eyebrow, reading the room as only she could. Emma smiled, warm and a little wistful, like she was rooting for us even if it complicated everything. Lila glanced up from her laptop and instantly blushed, gaze darting away. Even Tessa closed her journal, studying the way we moved together, processing it for later.

But the final judge was Evan’s camera. He stood by the salon door, lens aimed right at us. The AI filter would never catch what truly mattered, but it definitely caught the way Summer and I strolled in, her hair wild, both of us glowing, hands locked tight, bodies unconsciously synced in every way.

The camera zoomed in, pixels eating up our joined hands, the relaxed way we smiled at each other, the mutual ease that hadn’t been there before. For better or worse, every ounce of our evolution just became public record.

There was nowhere left to hide. But with Summer at my side, I realized I didn’t want to.

Not now, not ever.

We carved a path through the chaos, every eye drawn to the difference in us. Kylie winked as we passed, bumping my hip with hers in silent salute.

Somewhere in the distance, the phone on the bar chimed, a new alert, another spike in the streaming stats. Even after the stars faded, the world would remember tonight.

But for once, the only opinion that mattered was the hand laced in mine, and the anchor I’d finally found, holding me steady as the next chapter began.


Chapter three
Wildfire Unleashed


If Summer was a tempest that carved names onto my bones, then Kylie was straight wildfire, waiting, banking heat, ready to detonate at the first spark. That’s exactly how I found her: alone in the darkness, king bed all to herself, moonlight pouring in and no sign of peace behind those gold-flecked, hungry eyes.

Earlier, Summer had dropped the line that she was spending the night with Emma, her words casual and breezy, as if it was all just a matter of chance, but even then, I should have caught the glimmer beneath her smile. She knew. Somehow, she always knew when Kylie needed me all to herself. That was what she was doing: clearing the air, giving Kylie the whole night, laying the foundation so Kylie could devour every second with me.

It only took me this long to figure it out, to realize how neatly Summer had lined up the pieces so Kylie could get her wish, uninterrupted, no distractions, just me and her. Summer knew how the game was played, knew how to step aside when it mattered most. I just hadn’t seen it until now.

It was two-fifteen in the morning by the dial on my watch. I had just turned over night watch duties to Lila. The rest of True North was dead silent, save for the faint mechanical purr of the stabilizers and the occasional slap of hull meeting water sixty feet below. You’d think after a night like tonight, every soul aboard would be out cold. But not Kylie. Never Kylie.

She had the sheets kicked off, hair wild around her face, body stretched out diagonally like she was trying to conquer every square inch of mattress. The king bed looked enormous with just her in it, all bare thighs and perfect tan, moonlit muscle and stubborn pride. For a second, with the way she lay there, topless, breathing sharp and shallow, one hand fisted in the sheet, I wondered if she’d been waiting for me, or just for a fight.

She didn’t say a word as I closed the door, just stared me down, eyes glinting silver in the low light.

It was a look I hadn’t seen in years. Not since she’d been the terror of the Carter beach house, fearless and savage even at fourteen, refusing to let anyone, her father, her coaches, her own damn blood, draw a line she couldn’t cross.

Now she was grown, lethal, and very much awake.

She didn’t flinch.

“Couldn’t sleep?” I asked, voice pitched low so it wouldn’t echo.

She smirked, but it was an angry kind of smile. “Don’t pretend you don’t know why.”

She sat up, sheets falling away to reveal the tight, golden arcs of her abs and breasts, nipples dusky and hard from the AC. Yeah, she’d been lying here naked, burning a hole through the ceiling.

I braced myself. Last thing I wanted was another fight about Summer. But the usual jealousy never colored her features. Instead: pure challenge.

“You and Summer make a hell of a team,” she said, measured. “I watched you the other night. Not just on deck. I watched the film of you two together. What you said to her.”

I shook my head. “It’s not—”

“Don’t give me that,” she said, voice cutting. “You let her inside. I mean, really inside. Cameras, the fucking world, none of it mattered. You wanted to be seen. She gave that to you.”

There it was. No bullshit, no hesitation.

She swung her legs off the bed, feet landing on the cool wood with a solid thud. She didn’t bother covering up. She knew what her body could do. Instead, she closed the distance, bare and beautiful, and jabbed a finger at my chest.

“Thing is,” she said, “I don’t need what Summer has with you. I don’t want to be anybody else. I want you, and I want you to want me as me. Not as a copy. Not as some feel-good resolution.” She sneered the word.

The air between us practically crackled.

If ever there was a moment to run, this was it. Instead, I held my ground.

Kylie’s eyes raked me over, fast and feral. “Let me put on something and come with me. I’m not doing this in four walls. Not tonight.”

She scooped a loose white tank off the floor and dragged it over her head. That was all. No panties, no shorts, just bare legs and attitude. She didn’t look back to see if I’d follow. She’d already made up her mind.

Out on the companionway, the yacht was a cathedral of shadows, every surface washed in faint blue light. Kylie padded barefoot, fast and silent. She led me through the hush of the salon, then out to the bow deck, where the wind hit us, fresh and wild.

The cameras up top were all pointed aft, focusing on the swim platform and the starlit loungers. Nobody ever thought to watch the bow at this hour. It was untouchable. Sacred ground. There, the world shrank to just two people and the sea.

Kylie climbed the starboard ladder and took a seat on the bowsprit, legs folded up, elbows braced on her knees. I followed, perching beside her, both of us bathed in brutal, perfect moonlight.

For a second, neither of us spoke.

The yacht hummed beneath us, steady and confident, the vibration carrying up through the soles of our feet. Overhead, the sky was cloudless, a riot of starlight so dense it looked painted on. The Caribbean wind smelled like midnight rain and longing.

Kylie tilted her face up, letting the salt breeze mess with her hair. I watched her chest rise and fall, the slow, deliberate breathing of a woman who’d already survived a million battles, mostly with herself.

“I used to come up to the bow of my dad’s old yacht as a kid,” she said, voice rawer than I’d heard it in years. “Dad never noticed. He always slept through anything. But you? You knew. You’d always show up, just to check I hadn’t gone overboard.”

“Somebody had to,” I said.

She shook her head, a laugh sharp and loaded with old pain. “No, Cole. Anybody could have. But you did it because you cared, even when you pretended not to.”

The words landed heavier than I expected.

She turned, locking eyes. “You’re afraid of being seen, but part of you craves it. That’s why you took the TV deal. You want the world to finally notice you for what you are, not just the guy who fixes things, the safe bet, the Captain. You want to be known. Needed. All the way through.”

She was reading me with sniper precision, stripping the armor, getting at the messy nerves nobody dared to poke.

“You make it sound simple,” I said.

“It is,” she replied. “For me, anyway. I’ve watched you my whole life, Cole. Even when I pretended I didn’t give a fuck. I saw how you handled everything, storms, business deals, bad news, even your ex walking out. Nobody ever saw the cracks but me. You kept moving, kept leading, but always from behind a wall.”

She turned away, surveying the dark water like it was the battleground of her own soul.

Stars reflected perfectly on the ocean, turning the surface into a mirror. Somewhere out there, the world was still watching. But here, we were ghosts. Free.

“I don’t want to take Summer’s place. That’s not who I am. I want your darkness, your mess, the side you hide from everyone. I want the real shit, not the made-for-TV stuff.”

She reached for my hand, her grip shockingly strong.

“I’m here, Cole,” she said, dropping the act, the bravado. “Not as a placeholder. Not because I’m the athlete, or the wild one, or because the Internet wants me to be. I’m here because out of every man I’ve ever met, every asshole who tried to claim me, fuck me, fix me, you’re the only one who ever made me feel safe enough to let go.”

If that didn’t gut me, nothing could.

We sat, silent except for the hum of engines and the endless hush of sea on hull. The wind whipped her hair, catching the scent of sweat and moonlit secrets.

“Look, if you need guarantees, this isn’t it,” she continued, voice turning brisk, practical. “But if you want someone who gets it, who can handle your baggage, your chaos, all of it, I’m your fucking girl. But I’m not asking permission to be here. I’m telling you I belong.”

Her eyes shone with more than anger. There was heartbreak behind it, a gnawing hunger to matter.

“I get it,” I said, voice low to keep it from breaking. “I do.”

She shook her head, not buying it. “You’re still scared, Cap. Scared to want something so badly it might consume you. You want control. But out here, you don’t get it. With me, you never will.”

She grinned, mean and beautiful, teeth flashing in the moonlight.

“I’ll burn you down if that’s what it takes,” she said, soft now. “Because that’s what you need. That’s what I need.”

I exhaled, trying to absorb the gravity of it, but Kylie was relentless.

“I spent my whole life taking what I wanted. I don’t lose, and I sure as hell don’t settle. But with you?” She swallowed, eyes darting up to mine. “With you, the only thing that scares me is not making you see me, not just as another hot body, but as someone who could wreck you in every good way.”

She was trembling now, not from cold, but from the risk of confession.

I slipped my arm around her, pulling her in, and for the first time, she leaned her head on my shoulder, not as a tease, not as a challenge, but as surrender.

Her voice was a whisper. “Just… don’t shut me out, okay? Don’t treat me like a side piece or a backup plan. I want to be your wildfire. Nothing less.”

I kissed her forehead. “Promise.”

She laughed again, breathless this time. “You’re such a liar. But damn, I want to believe you.”

We sat like that, watching the stars jiggle and blur on the black water, letting the wind tear through our old fears, our old lies. The world outside the bow didn’t exist. Just two battle-scarred souls, finally daring to be honest.

She shifted in my arms, turning to face me, legs straddling my lap, tank riding up to expose the curve of her ass, golden and perfect in the night.

“You want to know why I never slept with any of those guys past a second or third date?” she asked, voice pitched barely above the wind. “Because none of them could handle me. None of them ever made me feel like you do. They were all just stand-ins, buying time until I got exactly what I wanted—this. You.”

She pressed her lips to mine, fierce and urgent. Every part of her body screamed possession.

“I want every piece of you, Cole. All of it. And not just in the dark, not just on the bow where nobody’s watching.”

“Good,” I said, letting my hands roam up her thighs, anchoring her in place.

“Because I’m not leaving,” she whispered against my ear. “Not ever.”

This wasn’t Summer’s kind of comfort. Or Emma’s quiet support. This was Old Testamant, blood-and-fire, the kind of love that burned you alive and left nothing but raw truth in its wake.

If she wanted to claim me, I wasn’t going to fight it.

I let her take the lead.

She belonged.

***

She came at me in a rush, all heat and muscle and impossible need. One second, we were locked in eye contact, breathing secrets into the night air. The next, she was straddling my lap, tank top riding high enough to show bare hip and the perfect V of her sex, slick and ready even though I hadn’t laid a finger on her.

She kissed like she played, no warmup, no mercy. Her tongue battered down my defenses, her hands mapping every inch of my skin like she'd missed me for a hundred years. It was athletic, aggressive, the kind of seduction that left you dizzy and gasping before you even got your cock out of your shorts.

She bit my lip hard enough to draw blood. “I’m not asking permission to be here,” she said, voice a guttural growl. “I’m telling you I belong.”

The words hit harder than any slap. My cock surged to life, caught between us, desperate to bury itself in her. She reached down, yanked at my waistband, and fished me out, fingers owning my shaft from base to head. Her grip was just this side of savage, squeezing and stroking with the confidence of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted.

She let my cock slap against her clit, dragging it through her wetness, slow and torturous. Her eyes found mine, burning.

“Bet you thought I’d just roll over,” she whispered. “Bet you thought I’d let someone else set the rules.”

She lined me up, then sank down in one brutal, perfect motion, impaling herself to the hilt.

Holy hell.

She was so fucking tight, her pussy clenching me like a fist, juice already slick and running down my shaft. The sensation forced a groan out of me, raw, helpless, involuntary. Kylie drank in the sound like a shot of whiskey.

She started riding me then, no preamble. Just up and down, thighs flexed, core solid, driving my cock up into her harder and deeper with every snap of her hips. Sweat and salt and moonlight turned her skin molten. Each time she bottomed out, she threw her head back, hair fanning around her face like a lion’s mane.

The yacht pitched gently; she rode the motion, using it to force me deeper inside. Her tits bounced under the thin cotton, nipples slashing against the tank, and her moans cut through the wind like a promise.

“You’re mine,” she hissed, digging her nails into my shoulders. “Mine, Cole. I want you to fucking remember that.”

She sped up, hips pistoning, pussy clutching at my cock with the greedy rhythm only an athlete could keep up. I let my hands roam, squeezing her ass, dragging her down harder, wanting, needing to dominate, but Wildfire wasn’t having it.

She was in charge. And it felt goddamn perfect.

She bent to bite my ear. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted this. How long I’ve watched you. All those guys my age? They never measured up. They were placeholders, stand-ins until I could have the real thing. Until I could have you.”

That nearly unraveled me.

I bucked up into her, a rough, desperate thrust. She never even faltered, just grinned, teeth flashing in the dark, then slammed her pussy down and ground against my pelvis, milking my cock for every ounce of pleasure.

“You’re not just good, Cap. You’re the only one who can keep up. The only one who sees me.”

She was breathless now, riding the edge. The words hit like another shot of adrenaline.

I couldn’t fucking stand it.

I grabbed her by the waist and flipped us, pressing her down onto the cold fiberglass. She fought me for control, legs locking around my hips, nails dragging fire up my spine. Our lips crashed together, her tongue relentless, daring, forcing me to surrender.

I gave her everything.

“I’ll tell you one thing for free,” I whispered, driving into her with slow, brutal strokes. “You’re mine now. The rest of the world can fuck off.”

She shuddered, cunt spasming around my cock. “Good,” she gasped. “Fucking good.”

That lit the fuse.

I fucked her like I was trying to erase every man who’d ever wasted her time.

The bow of the yacht became our arena, the fiberglass slick beneath our bodies as I drove into her, harder every time, legs braced wide for leverage, sweat flying off my face in a salt spray. She gripped my shoulders, nails raking down my back, each scratch a challenge and a dare: more. Her thighs locked on my hips, heels digging into my ass, keeping me inside her and daring me to try, just try, to pull away.

We were two animals, rutting under the constellations, the sea our witness, the rest of the world be damned. She moved with me, every thrust met with a counterthrust, her abs flexing under my hands, the rhythm building and building. Her hair, wild and sweat-wet, stuck to her cheeks and neck; when she tossed her head back and howled at the moon, the sound made my cock twitch inside her, like I was hardwired to her animal brain.

She bit my jaw hard enough to draw blood, then licked it off, grinning, daring me to hurt her back. I did, clamping my hand on her throat just enough to make her eyes go wide, lips part in a silent gasp, permission and invitation, never fear. She rode it, riding me, riding the line between pleasure and oblivion.

She slapped my chest, gripped my sides, and when I shifted my hips, slamming into her at a new angle, she lost the thread of control for a second, just a second, but it was everything. Her pussy clamped down, squeezing my cock in a vice that would’ve made lesser men weep. She grinned through it, savage, teeth bared, face radiant with exertion and victory.

The wind whipped around us, stealing our moans, but not their power. Every time I bottomed out inside her, she let out a muffled grunt, or a whispered “yes,” or my name in a way that was pure fucking blasphemy. Sweat dripped down her sternum, pooling in the hollow over her heart. I leaned in to taste it, to bite the delicate skin and suckle her nipple until it stiffened under my tongue.

She arched up to meet me, her hands planting on my chest, then pushing me off balance so she could flip us, just like that. She took the top, thighs straddling me, hands pinning mine above my head to the deck, her body a battering ram of will. She rode me, using gravity and leverage, slamming her hips down with a force that made the whole bow shudder.

“You’re not getting away from me,” she said, breathless, eyes wild. “You’re mine, you hear? Fucking mine.”

“Take it,” I managed. “I’m right here.”

She railed on me, pace unrelenting, a girl possessed. I bucked up into her, feeling her walls flutter and tense as she got close, so close. Her hands released my arms so she could rake her fingers down my chest, pinching my nipples, then dragging her nails through every muscle and scar. She leaned down to bite my lower lip, pulling until I thought it might tear.

She fucked me like a girl with nothing left to lose.

And all the while, I matched her, thrust for thrust, refusing to let go until she did.

Kylie’s voice fractured, the fuck-you edge falling away, replaced by these little whimpering sounds, softer and sweeter than I’d ever heard from her like the secret she’d been hiding was that she wanted to be ruined, wanted to be taken, wanted to belong so deeply it erased her old self.

I hammered up into her, pistoning my hips as hard as she could take, hands locked on her ass, guiding her down, down, down until I was buried to the hilt, until we were two halves that made a whole.

She came first. And when she did, it was like every muscle in her body seized up at once, a sudden, perfect animal tension that electrified the air between us. I felt her thighs clamp around my waist, hard as a tourniquet, digging in so deep I knew I'd carry her fingerprint-shaped bruises for days. Her spine arched, chest thrusting up so her nipples nearly brushed my mouth, and she let out a sound that was half-laugh, half-feral shriek, the sound of a girl who had spent a lifetime refusing to yield and was, finally, willingly conquered.

She buried her hands in my hair, yanking me closer, forcing my face into the crook of her neck as she rode out the first hard waves. Her pussy clenched me from tip to root, milking every inch with spasms that bordered on violence. It was all I could do to hold on and not bite her in return. She bucked over me, hips snapping, chasing each aftershock like she was trying to squeeze the life out of both of us. Sweat slicked my skin, and I barely registered the cold deck anymore, just the heat of her, the taste of her, the way she writhed and thrashed in my arms.

Her climax tore through her in wave after wave, each sharper than the last, until she finally went rigid and silent, breath hissing in my ear. Her body trembled, twitching around my cock, and I could feel every tiny spasm like a coded message, a Morse code of surrender, of need, of want.

The sight of her losing control, Kylie fucking Carter, undefeated champion, wild thing incarnate, sent me straight over the edge. I let go, let myself drown in her. The orgasm hit hard, a violent, animal pleasure that started in my balls and detonated up my spine, flooding every sense until I couldn’t see, couldn’t hear, could barely remember my own name. I shoved deep inside her and exploded, thick pulses of cum filling her completely, marking her, claiming her in a way no one ever would or could again. I wanted her to feel it for hours, days, the ache, the fullness, the memory.

She clung to me, her nails digging into my back as if she could meld our bodies together forever, and I realized I was clinging right back, desperate for the connection, greedy for the proof that this was real, that it wasn’t another fever dream I’d have to pay for in the morning.

For a long moment, we just stayed like that, locked and fused, pulses hammering, sweat mixing, breathless and unashamed.

But Wildfire wasn’t done. She bit my jaw, a savage little love bite. “Didn’t think you had that in you, Cap,” she whispered, voice hoarse and glassy with heat. “No one’s ever fucked me like that.” She rolled her hips, grinding down, milking the last shudders out of both of us with slow, mean determination. “I could do this forever.”

I was still inside her, still hard, still drinking in the animal certainty that she was mine now, and I was hers. The thought terrified me. And it was the best feeling I’d had in years.

The aftershocks rolled through us, smaller now, but no less intense. Every time she clenched, another little shiver of pleasure ran up my spine. She laughed, low and wicked, and I felt it echo in my own chest.

We didn’t say anything for a while. Just traded hungry, animal kisses and held on like the world was ending. I buried my nose in her hair, her neck, inhaling every trace of sweat and salt and night air, burning the memory into my brain.

Eventually, the trembling faded. I collapsed beside her, cock still buried in her pulsing pussy, both of us gasping for air, delirious with the high of it.

The wind cooled our skin, mixing with sweat and the salty tang of the ocean. The stars above felt closer now, like witnesses to a crime so beautiful it would never make sense to anyone else.

She rolled onto her side, dragging me with her, and buried her face in my neck.

“You get it now, don’t you?” she whispered. “You don’t have to choose some neat, tidy version. You can have it all. You can have me.”

I believed her.

Summer had dropped anchor in my soul, tethered me to the world so I didn’t drift. But Kylie, she was the fire under my hull, the wild energy that kept me alive in ways I’d forgotten to want.

We lay there, bodies tangled, breath syncing with the gentle roll of True North beneath us. The world wasn’t watching. For once, that was just fine.

I stroked her back, tracing sweat and salt over golden skin. She shivered, then laughed, just a breath, but it sounded more alive than anything I’d heard in years.

“You realize next time we do this, I’m topping you again,” she said, all challenge.

“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” I replied.

The motion of the yacht and the engine’s pulse sent vibrations up through the deck, through our bones. I closed my eyes and let it take me, the world settling at last.

Each woman was cutting her own forever mark into me. And it didn’t feel like a threat. It felt like home.

Kylie breathed in time with me, her hair tangled across my chest, her hand gripping mine like a covenant. On the horizon, the first hint of dawn teased the clouds.

But there was still time to just exist, wild, unbroken, alive.

I pulled her closer. She let me.

Let the world bring its storms. I had my Wildfire, and she had me.

***

Dawn hit True North like a soft punch, gentle, golden, quietly undeniable. The deck was still cool under our feet when Kylie and I finally peeled ourselves off the bow, clothes wrinkled, hair a mess, skin still tingling from what we’d just done.

We padded aft in silence, not awkward but satisfied. That special kind of afterglow, like crossing a finish line you thought you’d never reach. The salon was already lit up, sunlight splintering through the windows, every polished surface catching fire. I found a pair of shorts in the crew uniform closet, and Kylie put them on even though her tank still left little to the imagination.

Evan was the first to spot us. Kid was always up before the sun, camera rolling before most people even found their pants. He clocked us, me and Kylie, side by side, hands brushing but not quite holding, and his frame locked on. Professional as ever, but the way his jaw flexed, you knew he’d caught the shift. There was a new dynamic in play, a new orbit around the girl who now walked a little taller, hips swaying like she owned the horizon.

Kylie didn’t flinch. She let the camera drink her in, gaze unblinking. If anything, she dared the world to look away.

I spotted Tessa in the galley, tucked into the nook by the bread basket, sunlight tracing lines of gold through her hair. She sipped coffee, notebook already open, body curled up like she was half in a dream. But her eyes missed nothing. She followed us as we moved through the salon, cataloging every twitch of muscle, every brush of fingers, every loaded glance.

Evan’s camera wobbled when Tessa landed in his frame. That was nothing new, he’d been pretending she didn’t steal his focus since Miami. But today, the detour was obvious. He tried to get back on point, shifting his lens to Kylie, but Tessa’s presence pulled him like gravity.

All the while, the yacht hummed in the background, engine low, AC humming, the air spiced with brewing coffee and a hint of last night’s sex. Polished teak gleamed beneath our bare feet. The windows were streaked with dew, catching the light and throwing rainbows onto the lounges and tables.

Across the salon, Nathan camped out near the far end of the sofa, posture stiff, lips pursed so tight it looked painful. His eyes were beady and judgmental, tracking every move. He leaned in, murmured something sharp to Lila, and she stiffened, shoulders hunching as she stared at her tablet. I saw the tension run through her, shoulders rising, breath held shallow, knuckles white on her mug.

It should have pissed me off, but honestly? Screw him. The only drama that mattered landed right here, between me and the women who’d decided to tip the world off its axis.

Kylie flourished. Every step she took was power, untamed, unapologetic. She poured herself a cup of coffee, told Tessa good morning like she’d always been the Queen in this damn palace, then perched on the edge of the main lounge, legs spread, energy radiating wild and hungry.

I sprawled beside her, not bothering to fix my hair or tuck in my shirt. Let the world see.

Evan hovered nearby, circling for an angle, but his camera followed Kylie’s hands as she twined with mine. The AI might filter out the sweat and the love bites up her neck, but anybody watching knew exactly what we’d been doing. The heat was impossible to fake.

Tessa just watched, notebook open, pen tapping the margins. Her gaze was softer than usual, maybe even impressed. She’d always rooted for people to be honest, and now she was seeing it happen in real-time.

Nathan finally stood up, mug in hand, muttering again to Lila. She gave a tiny shake of her head. Her eyes darted to me, then quickly away. There’d be another battle there, one I’d have to fight. Later. But now, I was too busy absorbing the way Kylie glittered with post-coital confidence and the way the world revolved around her.

Then it happened.

Brooke watched from the passageway, arms folded, hair immaculate even at sunrise, posture perfect. She didn’t say a word, just arched an eyebrow at the new arrangement, and locked eyes with Kylie across the room.

The current was instant.

No threats, no drama. Just the recognition that the game was still on. Brooke would have her moment. She’d write her rules. Maybe even rewrite mine.

Kylie didn’t blink. She raised her mug in silent salute, lips curving up. Brooke gave a half-smile, approval, maybe, or just pure competitive fire.

But that was the new normal on True North. Nobody had to ask permission. You stepped up and claimed what you wanted. You burned for it, or you faded away.

The moment hung for a heartbeat, Kylie’s gaze locked with Brooke’s, my hand locked with Kylie’s, Tessa’s pen frozen in the air, Evan’s camera catching all of it.

Then the world picked up speed again. Coffee poured, the engine thumped, the windows blazed gold.

Summer would wake soon, and with her the next round of madness. But for now, this was the moment.

The new world order.

I gripped Kylie’s hand, felt her pulse hammer in time with mine, and accepted it fully. This was more than a harem. It was a revolution.

And it was only just beginning.


Chapter four
Gloves Come Off


Docking in Hamilton Harbor was supposed to be routine. For a man like me, hell, for anybody with salt in their veins, it was just a puzzle of wind and current, throttle and calm. But that afternoon, it was all nerves. Not because of the tricky approach, but because I knew what came next: Bermuda meant crossroads, and I’d been ignoring the sign for a hundred nautical miles.

We hit the cut at precisely 4:30 PM, right on schedule. The sky was flawless. The water shivered with the reflection of pastel buildings, baby pink, lemon yellow, robin’s egg blue, all stacked up on the hills, looking like a candy store explosion. The air felt charged, heavy with humidity and the promise of a show.

I stood at the helm, shirt stuck to my back, hands glued to the polished wheel. On the front deck, Kylie and Summer worked like they'd been born to it, tossing lines, calling out distances, their bodies in constant motion, sweat gleaming on bare skin. Tessa and Brooke buttressed the fenders, cool and composed but shooting each other competitive glances. Emma and Lila, the logistical dream team, had tablets out and were already coordinating docking times with the harbormaster, every move smooth and professional. I barely had to say a word.

We slid True North into her berth, engines rumbling down to a low, contented purr. I could feel eyes on us from every direction, tourists on the waterfront, rival captains, some local crew with nothing better to do than marvel at a yacht crewed by the world’s best-looking troublemakers. The instant we were lined up on the pier, Kylie called out, “Fenders set!” while Summer looped the aft line in one fluid, practiced motion. Tessa tossed a bow line to the dock like she’d been born with rope in her hands.

Perfect execution. But all I could focus on was the two figures looming by the flybridge, watching my every move.

Adam and Mark. The fathers.

The air changed as soon as the lines went tight. The second the last cleat was secure, Adam was moving, shoulders squared, walk all business. Mark followed half a pace behind, face grave and unreadable, but his gaze locked on me like a missile guidance system.

I finished logging the shutdown, never leave the boat without double-checking the systems, even if Armageddon’s waiting below, and turned to face them.

Adam didn’t waste time with small talk. “Captain. Salon. Now.”

No wiggle room. I shot a glance at Summer, who arched an eyebrow and gave me a “good luck” smirk. Kylie grinned, feral and amused, but didn’t follow. This was a father’s-only affair.

I pulled my shirt straight, wiped sweat off my palms, and followed them below deck into the cool shadows of the main salon.

The contrast was immediate. Bright afternoon sun above, dark wood and soft lamplight below. Evan had camera duty on the aft deck, so for once, we were out of the public eye. Just three men, no safety net.

Adam waited until the door was shut, then turned on his heel, face set and serious. “Before you say a damn thing, listen.”

I braced for incoming. A part of me wanted a fight; most of me just wanted to get it over with.

But Adam started soft.

“I’ve watched you with my girls since they were in diapers,” he said, voice pitched low, rough. “I made you godfather for a reason. Hell, both of us knew if anything happened, you’d step up.” He laughed, but it was hollow, full of regret. “Now here we are. World’s turned upside down, everything on camera, and you’re the headline act in my daughter’s coming-of-age circus.”

I didn’t flinch, but my jaw went tight.

Mark spoke next. His tone was all military precision, no chaser. “We’re not here to trade blame. My girls, they’re not kids anymore. And we both see what’s happening. Doesn’t mean we have to like it. But we do need to protect them.” He fixed me with a stare that could cut diamonds.

Adam pressed on. “What you’re doing… what you’re giving them? It’s more than fucking or some wild summer fantasy. You respect them. You let them lead, let them want. Most men never figure that out. We sure as hell didn’t expect it from you.” His voice cracked, just slightly. “But I get it now. Respect and desire, side by side.”

He looked shell-shocked, but honest.

Mark reached into his briefcase, the one I’d always joked was full of hand grenades and blackmail material, and pulled out a plain white envelope. He slid it across the table with the gravity of a mafia don making an offer you couldn’t refuse.

“Read it,” he said. “Before you say anything else.”

I opened the flap. Inside: legal documents, neatly tabbed and color-coded. NDAs. Liability waivers. Consent forms that would make a pornographer blush. Every line was tight, clinical, designed to protect the women, the show, and me from any kind of scandal or fallout. There were even pages covering privacy, digital rights, and what would happen if a crazed journalist tried to turn our lives into clickbait.

My head spun. These weren’t threats. These were shields.

Adam watched me read, eyes dark and loaded. “We covered every angle with our lawyers. If any sponsor, any network, comes after you or the girls, these hold.”

Mark nodded, stone-faced. “We’re not blessing this… arrangement. Don’t ask for that. But we recognize what’s happening isn’t criminal, or predatory. They made their choice. We’re seeing to it nobody can exploit it.”

I thumbed through more pages, brain on overdrive. It hit me, with sudden clarity, how far they were willing to go. No blood feuds. No vendetta. Just protection for their daughters, no matter what it cost them in pride or sleep.

I looked up, searching for the catch. “Is this real?”

“Every word,” Mark said. “You’ll sign. So will the girls. We’ve already got countersigned versions in the safe.”

Adam exhaled slow, like he’d been holding it for years. “Just don’t make us regret it, Cole. Don’t ever let them doubt they’re safe with you. Even when it’s complicated. Even when it hurts.”

There was a weight in the room, heavy enough to anchor a fleet.

For a second, I couldn’t breathe.

It all made sense, the scrutiny, the silent judgment, the way Mark watched every camera and Adam tried to laugh off the awkwardness at dinner. None of it was about ego. It was all about keeping the girls whole.

And now it was my burden, too.

I slid the envelope closed, running my thumb over the seal. My hands shook, barely, but enough to make me pay attention.

“Thank you,” I said. Just two words, but they sounded like a vow.

Mark’s voice was a blade, sharp and final. “Don’t fuck it up.”

Adam managed a ghost of a smile. “We’ll always be in their corner. But for now, you’re the man in the ring.”

He reached out, not for a handshake, but for a solid, old-school grasp on my forearm. Mark did the same. It was primitive, primal, the kind of brotherhood that survived storms.

No more words. None needed.

They left me there, envelope in hand, the noise of the galley and the girls’ laughter leaking down from above.

The documents felt heavy as bricks.

So that was it. Not an ambush. Not a firing squad. Just two fathers, protecting their legacy.

As I sat there, alone in the silent salon, I realized: the game had changed. And I was officially all in.

Bring on the next round.

***

Sunset dinners at sea always felt a little staged. Maybe it was the gold light, or maybe it was the way people dressed up like it mattered, even when there was nobody but the ocean watching. But that night in Bermuda? It was different. It was our last supper together, the end of parental oversight, and the beginning of something nobody could ever control.

The aft deck had never looked sharper. The teak table gleamed, every inch washed in rosy-gold from the sun melting behind Bermuda’s pastel skyline. Emma had pulled out all the stops: navy linens, fine silver, crystal so clean it looked like something out of a Bond movie. White and yellow orchids spilled down the center in a nod to local color, and the air was thick with the scent of baked bread, lemon, and the faint brine of the harbor.

They’d even put me at the head of the table, like I was supposed to be the king.

Summer and Kylie didn’t just flank me, they claimed me. Summer wore a sunset-orange dress that barely tamed her curves; her hand got real cozy grazing my forearm every time she laughed or dropped a one-liner. Kylie, in blue so bright it made her tan pop, stretched her bare leg along mine under the table. She didn’t bother hiding the way her toes kneaded at my calf, or how her thigh pressed into my hip. If anyone had doubts about where the lines were drawn, they were erased in real time, crystal clear and twice as dangerous.

Adam and Mark sat across from me, both dressed like they were interviewing for Most Responsible Dad of the Year. There was a note of respect, finally, but it was mixed with something heavier. Adam kept sneaking glances at Kylie, pride and nostalgia fighting for space. Mark was more inscrutable, but even he relaxed when Brooke let herself laugh.

Brooke never broke decorum, not really, but tonight the ice was thawing. She wore pale lavender and let her hair down, literally, platinum waves catching every ray of the fading sun. Whenever Mark said something dry, she actually laughed, a sharp, genuine sound that made her seem years younger than her already young twenty-two. Watching father and daughter share that moment, you could almost forget the chips on their shoulders.

Tessa sat beside them, drifting between conversation and her ever-present journal. She missed nothing, eyes snapping from one face to another, occasionally jotting a quick note like she was making a field guide to fucked-up families. Her dress was mint green, bare shoulders sprinkled with freckles, and every so often, she’d look up at me with that quiet, haunting focus like she was storing every move for later use.

Down at the far end, Lila sat alone except for Nathan. She wore a simple white dress that made her tan glow and her hair seem even darker. Nathan kept one hand on her elbow, possessive even when carving his steak, and his voice was a constant hum of backseat comments and smug corrections. But I could tell, every time he looked away, Lila’s eyes found me. She watched the way Summer and Kylie touched me, studied the easy camaraderie of Emma and the others, and you could practically see her wishing she was anywhere but under Nathan’s thumb.

Emma reigned as the secret MVP. She glided between courses, swapping wine for water, anticipating every awkward silence and dissolving it with a question or story. If anyone seemed lost, she’d lean over, touch their wrist, and pull them back into the mix. Even Adam and Mark leaned on her cues to keep things civil.

The meal itself was a power move. Starters were local, blackened wahoo, conch ceviche, and warm bread that vanished faster than I could keep up. Summer licked oil off her fingers in a way that made it impossible to think straight. Kylie took her time with the ceviche, feeding me a forkful with zero shame and then licking the back of my hand when she was done. It was like she dared everyone to say something.

Nobody did.

Conversation zipped around, never quite landing too long on anything dangerous. Mark told a story about sailing his girls through a tropical storm and how Brooke had fixed a snapped line with nothing but duct tape and pure nerve. Adam spun tales from college, painting me as the troublemaker, but there was pride behind every punchline. The girls tossed in old memories. Emma reminding her dad of the time she got grounded for skipping school, Kylie owning up to every bad haircut and broken bone, even Tessa confessing to stealing navigation chips to map the stars.

Summer couldn’t resist needling Nathan once the wine started flowing. “So, what do you do for fun in Bermuda, Nathan? Besides quoting scripture and looking like you own the place.”

Nathan bristled. “I invest in people, Summer. Like Lila here, she’s the finest woman in any harbor. She just needs guidance.”

Lila stiffened but said nothing. Summer arched an eyebrow, then let it go, her hand squeezing my thigh under the table.

Kylie whispered, “If he doesn’t behave, we’ll throw him in the water,” loud enough for half the table to hear. I nearly choked on my wine.

Dessert arrived just as the sky flared full-on pink. Emma had made sea salt brownies and citrus pavlova, decadent, over-the-top, perfect for the occasion. It felt like a celebration and a funeral at the same time. Every glance, every toast, carried the weight of what was ending, and what couldn’t be taken back.

At one point, Adam caught my eye and raised his glass. “To new traditions,” he said. There was an edge of irony, but underneath, he meant it.

Mark just nodded, but it was the first time I saw pure acceptance cross his face.

Tessa closed her journal, fingers lingering on the cover. She looked around the table, taking it all in, then wrote something on the inside flap. I wondered if she’d ever let me read it.

Brooke and Mark ended up side by side, and she actually reached for his hand. The moment was so subtle I almost missed it, but the look Mark gave her set something right that had been crooked for a long time.

Down at the end, Lila finally found enough courage to ask for more wine, bypassing Nathan’s controlling grasp. When Emma poured for her, Lila’s smile was tiny but real.

Even with all the pressure, the unspoken tension, there was a feeling of family, broken, rebuilt, but family all the same.

The sun dropped below the horizon, streaking the harbor with bands of molten gold and fuchsia. I watched it blaze against the glasses, the plates, the flushed faces of my girls, and I knew nothing would ever be the same.

Summer’s hand drifted up to my jaw, thumb tracing the line of my cheek. “You look happy, baby,” she whispered. “You deserve this.”

Kylie leaned in, stealing a kiss, and for once, nobody minded.

We toasted the future, empty plates and full hearts, bathed in the afterglow of a perfect meal.

As the first stars flickered to life over Bermuda, I realized: the boundaries were gone, the old rules dead and buried. All that remained was us, and whatever came next.

Nobody here was pretending anymore.

The last light faded from the sky, and the new world began.

***

There’s a special kind of silence that falls over a yacht right before a goodbye. The kind that makes you wonder if anyone’s brave enough to say what matters before it’s too late.

We hit the gangway just as twilight hit full blast, lamplight bouncing off the painted hulls and the distant bells of Bermuda’s harbor churches chiming in the background. The air was humid, sweet with honeysuckle and that electric smell that always comes a second before a summer rainstorm. Evan hovered nearby, camera ready, eyes bright behind thick lenses. You could tell he’d been waiting for this moment; even the way he framed the shot had a kind of reverence.

Adam hugged Kylie first.

He didn’t just pull her in, he wrapped both arms around his daughter and didn’t let go. Kylie went stiff for half a second, then melted, burying her face in his shoulder, the strong, invincible man suddenly trembling for real. Adam mumbled something only she could hear, his hand stroking her hair, and for once, Wildfire let herself be a little girl again.

When they finally broke apart, Adam wiped his eyes, grinned, and tried to play it cool. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” he said, which coming from Adam, was about as open a permission slip as you could get.

Kylie punched his arm, laughing. “You mean never finish second?”

He choked out a laugh and hugged her again, even tighter. “That’s my girl.”

Down the line, Mark and Brooke squared off like two fighters in a ring. For a second, nobody moved. Then Brooke stepped into him, arms around his waist, squeezing hard. Mark’s hands hovered, not sure what to do, but then she whispered something in his ear and all the tension dropped out of his shoulders. He hugged her back, real and honest, eyes squeezed shut like he was memorizing the feeling. When they pulled apart, Brooke dabbed at her eyes but didn’t bother pretending she hadn’t cried.

Tessa got her moment, too. Mark hugged her, stiff but warmer than you’d expect, murmured some quiet words, maybe a promise, maybe an apology. She smiled, hugging him back, letting the moment wash over her.

Emma and Adam had a long embrace, more laughter, more warmth, a mutual understanding. Emma was the glue, always had been, and Adam looked at her with the kind of pride most guys reserve for a perfect game or a lottery win.

Lila hung to the side, quiet and nervous. Nathan loomed over her, but when Adam and Mark passed, they both shook her hand gently, like she belonged now, even if the paperwork hadn’t made it official.

When it was my turn, the fathers zeroed in. The cameras caught every second.

Adam’s voice dropped to a hush. “They’re not just beautiful women, Cole. They’re our daughters. Our legacy. You remember that every night, every argument, every fucking second you choose them.”

Mark’s handshake clamped down hard. “Don’t forget who’s watching when the cameras are rolling. They may not be little girls anymore, but they’re not invisible,” he said, but under the gruff joke was the real message: Don’t let them down.

I felt the weight settle on my shoulders, heavy and absolute.

The fathers squeezed my shoulder one last time, then ducked into the waiting taxis, engines barely louder than the pounding in my chest. As the cabs pulled away, I caught the way Adam winked at Kylie through the window, while Mark just stared straight ahead, jaw clenched, pride and grief in every line of his face.

For a long minute, I stood there, hands curled on the rail, watching the break-lights fade into Bermuda’s pink haze. No more buffer. No defense. Just me, the women, the cameras, and a thousand miles of blue water.

The second the taxis disappeared, the spell broke.

Summer was the first one back up the gangway. She didn’t walk, she prowled, grabbing the champagne off the salon bar and popping the cork without a second thought. The spray hit the ceiling and rained down on her bare arms. Kylie howled in delight, cranking the yacht’s surround speakers to full, flooding the salon with bass so strong the deck vibrated.

“Let’s acknowledge what we all know is happening,” Summer announced, her voice ringing out. “To new beginnings and no more pretending!”

She poured champagne into every glass, even splashed a little on the floor for good measure. “We’re not somebody else’s fantasy,” she said, “we’re our own damn legend.”

The women gathered by the table, glasses raised.

Summer grinned, radiating pure confidence. Kylie shot me a look, hungry, excited, half-promise, half-dare. Emma’s smile was so warm it would have melted steel. Tessa hung back, thoughtful, analyzing every detail. Brooke hesitated, just for a second, but then strode forward, crystal glass in hand. Across the deck, Lila’s gaze flickered with stormy uncertainty, but she still joined the group, even as Nathan glowered from the shadows.

Summer’s glass was the first to rise. “To us. To freedom. And to not giving a single fuck about what anybody thinks.”

Kylie clinked her glass against Summer’s, hard enough to make a sharp, sweet ring.

But the surprise move came from Brooke. She stepped between them and added her own glass, locking eyes with Summer as if to say: I’m in, too. Permission, granted.

Tessa’s smile was small, cautious, but real. Evan’s camera caught her uncertainty, the way she clung to the edge of the crowd, half in, half out, but wanting more.

Emma pulled everyone together for the real group hug, piling arms across shoulders, champagne spilling everywhere, laughter echoing down the companionway.

I couldn’t tear my eyes off the scene. Six women, each stunning in their own way, finally unleashed, finally fuck-the-rules free. The tension that had ruled every moment aboard True North was gone. Now there was only want. Only choice.

Summer caught my eye, winked, and raised her glass one last time. “To Captain Cole,” she said. “And to Harem on the Horizon. Long may it reign.”

The room roared.

The party had just begun, and the old world was officially over.

If heaven was real, it probably looked a lot like this.

***

Night fell like a velvet drop cloth on Hamilton Harbor, muting the world beyond True North’s rails. With the fathers gone, a primal energy surged through the decks, unfiltered, wild, and more honest than anything we’d risked before.

Summer and Kylie wasted zero time reclaiming their territory. In the salon, they cranked the speakers, trading pop anthems with tequila shots and desperate, off-key karaoke. Summer wore a dress that looked like it had been painted on, hips swaying, laughter spilling over as she danced with Kylie in a blur of tangled hair and bare feet. Every move was a dare, every glance at me loaded with promise.

But the real shift was softer, slower, a current running beneath the noise.

Brooke drifted out to the aft lounge, posture stiff but eyes never missing a thing. She sipped from her glass, scanning the party like a lawyer scoping the competition. For a while, she just watched, lips pressed thin, keeping her distance from the chaos. But Emma saw her.

It took less than a minute for Emma to work her magic. She floated over, voice low and soothing, dropping gentle encouragements like sprinkles on a bakery cake. “You don’t have to perform here,” she whispered. “Just be.” Her hand touched Brooke’s arm, feather-light, but it landed like a hug. The tension in Brooke’s shoulders slackened just enough that when Emma offered a smile and a second glass of wine, Brooke accepted, softening at the edges.

Inside, Tessa had posted up at the bar with her battered journal, writing fast and furious. She didn’t speak; she just watched, sometimes me, sometimes the girls, always searching for the heartbeat of the moment. The lamplight caught the glint of green in her eyes, turning her expression almost feral when she peeked up and locked onto me before burying herself in her words again. Evan, always lurking with a camera, filmed the whole dance, but the way Tessa looked at me made even the cameras feel invisible.

Lila was the quiet storm. While nobody paid attention, she slipped out to the bow, sandals abandoned somewhere along the way. The blue light from the lower deck made her look even more ethereal, barefoot and bare-shouldered, arms braced on the railing as she stared into the night. Nathan followed, of course, his shoes thumping hard, voice sharp even when he tried to whisper.

Most of their argument was lost in the wind, but I caught fragments, Nathan’s brittle control, the economic threats, the religious undertones. Lila didn’t fold. She stood her ground, steady as the hull beneath her, voice rising in quiet defiance until finally, Nathan stalked off, defeated but fuming.

When Lila returned, cheeks flushed, eyes shimmering with something new, resolve, maybe, or just readiness, she hovered by the salon door. Her gaze found mine, held, and I felt the connection snap into place like a mooring line gone taut.

By midnight, the deck looked like the aftermath of a well-remembered hurricane. Champagne spilled across the teak. Someone, probably Summer, had left a trail of peeled-off dress straps up the companionway. The air buzzed with laughter, confessions, and near-constant music.

I slipped away up top, drawn by the need for air and perspective. The Bermuda sky stretched pure and black, stars as bright as signal flares. Below, the lights of Hamilton painted the water in ribbons of pink and gold. At the helm, I braced myself, hands on the wheel, steadying for the crossing ahead, but mostly just absorbing the magnitude of what had just happened.

I sensed her before I heard her.

Kylie pressed up behind me, arms winding around my waist, her hands splayed across my stomach. She hugged me from behind, chin on my shoulder, breath warm against my ear.

“There’s no going back now,” she whispered, the words vibrating all the way down to my bones.

I didn’t argue. Didn’t even want to. Instead, I wound her arms tighter around my torso, greedy for her touch, then dipped low and pressed my mouth to hers. “The same goes for you.”

She caught me for another kiss, eyes sparkling with pure mischief. “Oh, baby, I’m exactly where I belong.”

Summer was next. She moved with grace, her touch a lightning strike as she slipped under my arm, planting a kiss right below my jaw. “You look like a king,” she murmured, “and kings deserve their court.”

Emma glided in from starboard, calm and grounding. She pressed her hand to my chest, just over my heart, and gazed up, content but also searching. “We’re here for it all,” she said, voice so earnest it could have broken a priest.

Tessa lingered at the edge, journal still in hand, but the way she eyed me was different now, less hesitant, more sure. She tucked her notebook under one arm, stepped into the halo of deck light, and leaned against my opposite side. “I want to see what happens next,” she whispered, words meant only for me.

Brooke followed, all business at first, but quickly softening as she stood close. “Permission to come aboard?” she joked, echoing a thousand sailing clichés, but the question was serious under the veneer. She didn’t wait for an answer, just settled in, her shoulder pressed to mine.

Lila was the last. For a moment, I thought she’d lost her nerve. But then she drifted in, hands clasped in front of her, dark hair loose and wild around her face. She was breathtakingly beautiful there under the stars. She didn’t speak, just stepped into our circle, eyes never leaving mine. When she slipped her palm into my hand, she laced her fingers with mine, and it was like the world finally snapped into focus.

If there was ever a moment when a man knew his destiny, it was now.

Six women, each burning with a different flame, all clustered around me on the upper deck, stars pricking the sky and the future wide fucking open. Every one of them radiated a promise: adventure, comfort, challenge, hope. Each of them wanted something unique. Some craving dominance, others longing for safety, a few just desperate to belong. But at the center, there I was, no longer just a captain but something larger. Chosen. Needed. Anchored by them all. I’d never felt more home.

Only Nathan stood apart, shadowed at the head of the companionway, arms folded, face carved from anger and loss. He watched, powerless, as the tide rolled over everything he thought he could control.

Below, Evan filmed the whole thing, but nothing could touch the magic of that moment. Not cameras, not sponsors, not any damn storm the Atlantic could throw our way.

The harem was born, baptized by starlight and the roar of freedom.

Tomorrow, True North would turn east, sailing for open water and a future that made no sense on any chart.

Tonight belonged to us, bodies pressed together, hearts unlocked, the boundaries gone, and every rule rewritten.

If this was surrender, it tasted like victory.

And I was never letting go.


Chapter five
Night Watch


Iwoke with the dry mouth and thick head of a man who’d lost track of the hour. At first, I couldn’t even orient myself. One arm was numb, pinned under the frame of a sleeping goddess. The other? Wrapped tight in the vice grip of Kylie Carter, who clung to my chest like a life jacket.

It had to be after two a.m. The silence said so. The world’s best troublemakers were dead to the world, Summer sprawled mostly on top of me, her leg thrown over my waist, golden hair wild across my shoulder. She never did anything halfway, not even in sleep. Kylie pressed in just as close, her face smushed against my chest, one arm flung over my heart, the other hand resting, predictably, on my cock like she was guarding it for the next world war.

I soaked it in for a minute. The raw, human beauty of two perfect bodies, sweat-slicked and relaxed, scent of salt and lust tangled in the sheets. My cock twitched in Kylie’s grip, but she just mumbled in her sleep and tugged me closer, as if she could sense I was about to vanish.

I should have closed my eyes. Should have let myself drift back under. But the inside of my skull was running like a generator. Too hot, too awake, too much everything. A few hours ago, the harem had toasted to freedom and ripped the world open. Now, all that heat echoed in my bones, impossible to shut off.

I extricated myself with bomb squad precision, easing Summer’s grip from my ribs before peeling Kylie’s fingers off my cock. She didn’t wake, just rolled over, splaying herself into the space I’d vacated. Summer stretched, sleepy and sinless, then curled into Kylie’s back, bare skin to bare skin, two animals waiting for the next chase.

I pulled on a pair of shorts that still smelled like sunscreen and sex, skipped the shirt, and tiptoed past the tangle of girls, bedding, and discarded clothing. The stateroom air was thick, heavy with sweat, perfume, and some aftertaste of tequila that refused to die. I caught my own reflection in the glass: hair a mess, eyes bloodshot, skin streaked with lipstick and old claw marks. I looked like I’d survived a battle. Or won one.

I needed air. Not just to breathe, but to wrestle the war inside my head into submission. The only cure for that? Open ocean and a sky big enough to dwarf the drama.

I moved through the main salon like a shadow. The yacht was practically humming with hush, the only sounds were the AC ducts and the deep, liquid thump of hull cutting through black water. The lights were all dimmed, cabin doors sealed, not a soul in sight.

Out on the aft deck, night wrapped around me like a cool, forgiving shroud. The Atlantic was nothing but shadows and silk, the yacht’s wake glowing faintly behind us, a long, torn ribbon trailing to infinity. Above, the stars were insane. You never saw stars like this ashore. They burned with a cold, clinical precision: a map only night-watch navigators ever really knew.

I hit the steps to the flybridge two at a time, hungry for altitude and perspective. By the time I reached the helm, I had my answer.

Brooke Hollis. Alone at the wheel. Power suit traded for armor of a different kind: black bikini top, narrow straps barely holding the line against physics, and those legendary tits front and center. Yoga shorts that looked painted on, hugging every curve of her hips and thighs, legs tanned and toned like they’d been carved from ambition. Her platinum hair was up, every stray wisp caught in the salt breeze. One wrist flicked the autopilot toggle, the other braced on the helm like she was born for this.

She didn’t hear me at first. Total focus. Eyes fixed on the horizon, not so much as a flinch when the yacht shuddered over a stray swell. If the wind got twitchy, she’d check the displays, tweak the heading, then settle back into that impeccable pose, chin up, perfect posture, tension singing in every muscle.

For a minute, I just watched. I’ve helmed in the dead of night with the ocean trying to break me in half, but nothing compared to the intensity of this woman at work. Even half-naked, she radiated control. Maybe especially then. Her abs flexed every time she adjusted course, the line of her back a study in discipline and want. If the world needed proof that power could be beautiful, this was it.

I must have made a sound, because she finally glanced sideways, catching my eye with those ice-blue lasers. She gave a nod. Just that. Then her gaze snapped right back to the horizon.

She didn’t play coy. Didn’t bother with banter.

“Couldn’t sleep?” she asked, the words flat and precise. The tone said she didn’t care, but the way her fingers ghosted the throttle told a different story.

I moved closer, bare feet sticking to the salt-frosted deck. “Not with the ship on a dead run and the whole world watching,” I said. “I figured someone should check the night watch wasn’t napping.”

That got the ghost of a smile. “On this boat? Sleep is a myth. Besides, I volunteered.”

“Midnight shifts are rare for you.” I eased onto the co-pilot seat, folding my arms to keep from staring straight at her chest.

She shrugged. “It’s the only time I get to run the real show. No cameras up here after two. No one to perform for.”

She nodded toward the readout. “Wind’s shifted twelve degrees starboard. If we keep to last plotted course, the outer edge of that pressure cell cuts us off before sunrise.”

Damn. She was right. I peered at the digital overlay and saw how she’d adjusted heading eight clicks east, enough to skirt the storm, not enough for anyone below to notice.

“You caught that on sensors?” I said, respect bleeding through my fatigue.

“I caught it by studying the wind on the bow rail,” she said, gaze unwavering. “And because I wasn’t distracted by—” she flicked her chin toward my bare chest “—the usual suspects.”

For a second, the silence stretched. The hum of the instruments, the subtle shudder of the hull, the soundtrack of water shearing off the bow. The air up here had a different taste: fewer voices, more brine, sharp with solitude.

I watched her, almost mesmerized. The moon clipped the edge of the bimini, painting her skin silver, tracing the slope of her collarbones and the perfect arc of her arms. She moved with such micro-control it was hypnotic. If I hadn’t known she was only twenty-two, I’d have sworn she’d spent half her life at sea.

“You know,” I said, “the last person I saw this dialed-in on a night watch was your dad. He used to—”

She cut me off, polite but absolute. “He doesn’t own the patent on excellence. Some of us had to get good just to be seen.”

There was no venom, just honesty. She kept her glare locked on the horizon, as if daring it to blink first.

“So why up here?” I pressed, lowering my voice so it wouldn’t carry. “It’s not like anyone’s keeping score.”

“Maybe I am,” she said. Her fingers skimmed the edge of the panel, adjusting nav lights one click dimmer. “Downstairs, everything is a test. Who’s in charge, who’s breaking rules, who gets noticed. Even in the chaos, nobody’s really… themselves.”

She glanced sideways, measuring me. “Up here, it’s just the ocean and me. I don’t have to be the perfect daughter, the ice queen, the princess. I just have to not hit anything. It’s freedom, in its own way.”

I followed her gaze. The stars above were so bright you could almost hear them hum. A faint trail of rain showed on the radar, but nothing close yet. The yacht rocked gently, a liquid lullaby, but there was tension brewing under the calm.

“Funny,” I said. “I always thought you loved the hothouse. The scrutiny. The competition.”

She snorted, the first real crack in her composure. “I love being the best. I hate having to prove it every goddamn second. Especially when no one’s really paying attention to me anyway.”

That landed. More than I cared to admit.

“I pay attention,” I said, letting the words hang.

She gave me a long, sideways look, then shifted her focus back to the helm. Her cheeks flushed faint pink, but her voice stayed smooth as glass.

“Don’t flatter yourself, Captain. You’re just the only grade worth studying.”

Beneath the banter, something real was breaking through. Maybe it was the exhaustion. Maybe it was the unguarded time. Either way, the wall between us thinned.

We traded sailing talk for a while, tacking strategy, fuel consumption, whether I preferred to hand-trim or let the computers micromanage. Each answer unlocked another sliver of vulnerability. She confessed she hated doing things halfway. That her worst nightmare wasn’t failure, it was irrelevance. That sometimes, with the spotlight on Summer or Kylie or even Tessa, she felt like a backup dancer in her own story.

It stung. Because I knew the feeling.

I glanced at her hands, steady, sculpted, nails trimmed short, knuckles white every time the autopilot jerked. The bikini top had shifted just enough to draw focus to her cleavage. Rain or sweat had misted the tops of her breasts, catching moonlight in perfect beads. She didn’t care or maybe didn’t even notice. It was pure function: keep the body ready, keep the mind sharper.

The ocean hissed against the hull, steady and relentless. Somewhere far below, the world’s best troublemakers slept like queens, but up here, it was just us and the raw, unscripted night.

Brooke shut her eyes, just briefly, then let out a breath. “Some nights, I wish I could just… vanish. Not forever. Just long enough to remember who I am without the cameras and the judgments.”

I stared at her, equal parts aroused and floored.

She caught my look, and a wry half-smile broke through. “Don’t get sentimental, Cole. You’re not built for it.”

Maybe not. But if I was going to fall for a woman who understood the war inside me, it wasn’t going to be a wild thing or a chaos-maker. It was this: a queen at the wheel, sharp-edged and desperate not to let it show.

We stood together at the helm, side by side, the deck pitching gently beneath our bare feet. The night pressed close, wrapping us in isolation so pure it bordered on sacred.

I reached for the control console, double-checking her chart plot. She’d nailed it, course was perfect, fuel consumption ahead of plan, next waypoint already estimated to the decimal.

“Looks like you’ve got us handled,” I said, voice low and real.

She didn’t even blink. “That’s the job. Even if no one ever says thank you.”

I leaned in, not close enough to touch, but enough to taste her shampoo, jasmine and something crisp, like lime. “I see you, Brooke. More than you think.”

For a second, she stopped breathing.

“It matters,” I added, softer than I meant to.

The yacht rolled over a gentle swell, and our shoulders brushed, skin on skin, nothing accidental. Her mouth parted, but she clamped her jaw tight, discipline at war with hope.

The silence was heavy, but not awkward. It was the silence of real understanding: nothing to say, everything to feel.

I stood there, watching her face in profile, moonlit and beautiful, the way her eyes burned in the dark as she tracked the horizon.

If desire was a current, it was running wild beneath the surface.

But neither of us moved. Not yet.

The moment didn’t need more than that: two insomniacs, alone at the edge of the world, trying to outrun the ghosts that haunted them both.

The sound of water against the hull, the hum of the engines, the promise of rain just waiting to break.

We held the course.

***

In the lull that followed our confessions, the sky started playing tricks. At first, it was just a pinprick line on the radar, low reflectivity, nothing worth a second glance. But years of sailing had taught me storm signatures better than I knew my own flaws, and the way the wind shifted made my skin prickle.

I sensed Brooke pick up on it, too. She tensed, shoulders drawing back, chest rising as she ran the diagnostics faster than the autopilot could compensate. The scent of ozone and brine sharpened, warning shot straight from the elements.

“You see that?” she murmured, all business again.

“Yeah. Pressure’s dropping. Looks like we’re about to get wet.”

She flashed a grin, tight but eager. “Good. I was getting bored.”

She didn’t hesitate, fingers flying over the touch screen, running the hydraulic winches, prepping the reefing points. I hit the safety rail, ready to lock the storm canvas, and together we moved in a rhythm that made time fold in on itself.

The rain started as a whisper, then hit like a freight train. Within seconds, the deck went slick, water sheeting over everything, wind screaming through the rigging with a needling edge. Brooke’s bikini top went see-through in an instant, nipples hard as marbles against the black fabric, her abs gleaming with every flex. I was drenched before I even finished lashing the foredeck lines.

Brooke was everywhere: checking the autopilot overrides, recalibrating course, barking short, perfect instructions. If I stumbled, she was there. When she needed leverage, I braced her from behind, hands gripping her hips as she leaned into the storm, shouting corrections over her shoulder. The whole yacht twisted under the gybe, lightning firing on the eastern fringe, but nothing shook her focus.

We reefed the headsail together, her body pressed against mine as we worked the winch. She was smaller than me, but pure sinew and fight, her legs steady, arms locked, hair plastered across her cheek in pale wild streaks. One slip, and our faces collided, foreheads knocking, both of us laughing despite the downpour.

“Think we can outmaneuver it?” she gasped, rain streaming off her jaw.

I braced her waist and grinned. “We can outrun anything. Especially together.”

For a minute, the world was nothing but the ocean’s roar, the bite of cold rain, and her breath hot against my mouth as we ducked under the bimini for cover.

Just as quickly as it hit, the squall spent itself. The wind eased. The rain softened, turning from stinging needles to a gentle caress. I found myself inches from Brooke, both of us wringing wet, every inch of her body on display. Her top was a lost cause, skin and muscle and full, perfect tits outlined in sharp relief. Her yoga shorts clung so tight it was almost indecent.

She didn’t break the mood. Didn’t shy away. Instead, she leaned on the helm, arms braced, jaw set, water still dripping from her lashes as she caught her breath.

“That,” she said, “is more fun than any party below decks.”

The tension hung between us, thicker than the rain. I saw her shiver, not from cold, but from something deeper.

Her tone changed. “You want to know a secret, Captain?”

I wiped a hand down my face, flicking water away. “I’m always up for one of those.”

She stared straight ahead, not looking at me. “For most of my life, people, men, mostly, assume girls like me are frigid. That self-control is the same as not wanting. But it’s the opposite.”

She exhaled, the words punching through the noise. “People expect ice queens to be frigid… They never consider we might burn too hot instead.”

I watched her profile, the way confession made her whole body tense, then relax just a fraction.

She continued, softer now. “When I see you with Tessa, or with Summer and Kylie, it’s not just desire. It’s envy. They’re so free. They want things. They want you. I’ve spent my whole life trying to be something my father could respect. But sometimes, watching you, I wish I could just…” She faltered, cheeks red despite the chill.

“Let go,” I finished for her.

She nodded, hair dripping, eyes locked on the far-off line where the stars met the sea.

I moved closer, close enough that our shoulders touched. Our wet skin left a streak of heat in the night air. “You know, the confidence everyone thinks I have? It’s armor. Truth is, every time I let someone close, really close, I’m terrified they’ll see I’m not enough. That all this—” I gestured at the yacht, the stars, the whole damn performance “—is just a cover for not knowing how to actually belong.”

Brooke blinked, surprised. Maybe nobody had ever told her she wasn’t the only one fighting her own expectations.

I put my hand gently on her back, feeling the quiver in her muscles. “You don’t have to torch the world to ask for what you want. You just have to be brave enough to want it.”

For a long beat, we didn’t speak. The sound of rain dripping off the rigging, our heartbeats pounding out of sync, the ocean settling under our feet.

“You make it sound so easy,” she whispered.

“It isn’t. Not for people like us.” I squeezed her shoulder, thumb tracing the small scar I’d never noticed before, the relic of some childhood battle. “But sometimes, you get a night like this. Storm’s over. Nobody’s watching. And you get to decide.”

Brooke turned to face me fully. Her eyes glittered, storm-drenched and completely unguarded.

“This is me deciding,” she said.

If there was ever a moment when the world shrank to just two bodies and the hunger between them, it was now.

I smiled, slow and genuine. “Show me.”

Our breath mingled in the new silence, the tension razor-sharp but warm now, the kind of promise that tasted like freedom.

The yacht steadied, bowsprit slicing true and straight through the post-storm velvet. The rest of the crew slept below, clueless. Only the moon and the ghosts of the rain bore witness.

Brooke reached for my hand, wet fingers threading with mine, nails digging in just enough to prove her point.

We stood like that, close and closer, the ocean our confessional.

Maybe it was cliché, storm breaks, guards drop, true selves emerge, but fuck if it didn’t feel brand new.

For the first time, I saw Brooke: not as the princess, not as the lawyer in training, not as the competition. But as someone who wanted, just as fiercely as I did, to be known and claimed and needed.

The distance between us disappeared.

And neither of us hesitated.

***

Brooke didn’t waste time or breath on drama. The moment she said, “This is me deciding,” she reached up, framed my jaw in both hands, and kissed me with a precision that made my lungs seize.

Her lips were soft but sure, her tongue tracing the seam of my mouth like she’d mapped it a thousand times already. She tasted like salt and rainwater and the faintest hint of citrus, something so clean and perfect it left my head ringing.

I let her lead. For once, I wanted to see what happened when the control freak let herself take, not just perform.

She pressed her body into mine, rain-cooled skin warming fast where our chests met. Her bikini top was soaked, the dark fabric clinging to her breasts, the swell of her cleavage mashed to my sternum. Her abs flexed under my palm as I held her, every muscle lit up with the same desperate adrenaline that burned through my veins.

She broke the kiss, lips bruised and parted, her voice dropped to a dangerous hush. “I’ve never done this before.”

I froze, not just from surprise, but from awe. “Never?”

She shook her head, eyes locked on mine so there was no room for miscommunication. “It’s not about opportunity, Cole. It’s about trust. About letting someone see me lose control.” She swallowed, the motion drawing my gaze to the perfect line of her neck, slick with rain.

“Tonight, after the storm, after everything, I just… I want something real. With you.” Her words trembled for the first time, but her hands never let go of my shoulders.

I could have blown it with a cocky joke. Could have said something to shatter the moment. But I didn’t want to. Not with her.

I cupped her face, brushing away strands of platinum hair plastered to her cheek. “If you want to stop—”

She bit my lower lip, just hard enough to send a spike of electric lust through me. “I don’t.”

That was all I needed.

I kissed her back, deeper this time. I let my tongue explore, let my hands roam down her slick, sculpted back to the waistband of her shorts. She shivered, arching into my touch, her nipples diamond-hard against my chest.

I slid a hand under the elastic, fingers curving around the perfect globe of her ass. She wore nothing beneath, just smooth, rain-wet skin and the heat that pooled between her legs.

She moaned, the sound muffled by my mouth, and pressed her pelvis against my thigh. I could feel the heat of her, could feel how badly she needed me.

“Right here?” she breathed, the question almost a challenge.

“Right here,” I growled.

I dropped to my knees on the rain-slick deck and dragged her shorts down in one smooth motion. Her pussy was shaved bare, lips flushed and glistening from arousal and stormwater. She was already wet for me, and I couldn’t resist, had to taste her.

I buried my mouth between her legs, tongue working her clit in slow, deliberate circles. She bucked, grabbing the back of my head with both hands, grinding her hips into my face. Her taste was bright and new, equal parts nervous and hungry. I could feel her whole body tremble as I licked and sucked, feasting on her pent-up want.

She didn’t come, not yet, but she was close, her thighs clamped hard around my ears, her voice gone jagged with need.

Finally, she wrenched me up by the hair, kissing me so hard our teeth clacked.

I hooked my hands beneath her, and she twined her legs around my waist. Our lips met with desperate hunger, tongues tangling as if we could never get close enough. The burn of her kiss rushed through me, addictive and wild. I eased her down onto a cushioned lounger, settling her there bit by bit, her platinum hair splaying in a shimmering wave behind her head. Those glacial blue eyes drank me in, devouring every inch, making my pulse thunder. I spread her out beneath me, needing to see her, to feel the heat of her body as it called for mine.

Her tits were impossible to resist. When I slipped my fingers beneath her bikini top and tugged it aside, they seemed to spring free, perfectly round and soft, their inviting warmth drawing my gaze and touch. I couldn’t help but skim my thumbs over her nipples, letting her flesh fill my hands, the sensation so dangerously addictive that I leaned in, breathing in the subtle scent of her skin, my lips and tongue tracing gentle circles over the hard, perfect peak of her breast. My senses blurred, lost in the plushness beneath my hands, each moment making it harder to think of anything but her.

Her hands went to my waistband, not hesitating, and yanked my shorts down. My cock sprang free, harder than I’d ever been in my life. She stroked it once, twice, then lined it up against her pussy, sliding the head along her slit.

She met my eyes. In that instant, I saw her, the whole woman, steel and longing and perfect, aching vulnerability.

“Take it slow,” she whispered.

I guided myself in, pushing just the tip at first, rocking my hips gently to give her time to adjust. She was tight. So fucking tight it almost hurt. I gritted my teeth, holding off the urge to slam all the way home.

Brooke gasped, breath caught between pain and pleasure. Her nails dug into my shoulders, and for a second, I wondered if she’d tell me to stop.

But she didn’t. She rolled her hips, forcing more of me inside, her cunt gripping my cock in molten pulses.

I moved slow, bottoming out inch by inch, letting her body stretch to accommodate the impossible.

She locked her arms around my neck, staring right through me as she whispered, “Don’t hold back. I want to remember this.”

I wanted to ruin her a little, but only in the ways she needed. So I took her with a hunger I didn't know I could have for ice and iron, hammering home in slow, relentless strokes that made her gasp my name, sometimes a curse, sometimes a prayer, but always from the molten core she tried so hard to hide. The slap of our bodies was a drumbeat, the deck our private confessional, and the rest of the world simply stopped existing. My hands palmed the curve of her ass, slick from rain and sweat, and I used the leverage to drive deeper, splitting her open one inch at a time while her legs locked around my waist and drew me even closer. Her taste still lingered on my tongue, salt and ozone and the bright, nervous tang of her want, and every time she bit at my lips or dragged her nails down my back I felt it, the permission to be as raw and real as we both ached for.

Brooke was a force field, a study in restraint, but now she let all that fall away. Her hands mapped my body, exploring with surgeon's precision and inmate hunger. She grabbed my hair, yanked me down for a biting kiss, then pushed me back so she could see my face as I fucked her. There was no pose, no performance, just this mutual transaction of need, exposed, greedy, shaking. I filled her completely, her velvet heat clutching me with a pressure that bordered on agony. Every time I tried to slow down, to let her catch up, she bucked harder, teeth bared in a snarl that turned into a gasp, a laugh, a cry. Her head lolled back and she dug her heels into the cushions, hips pistoning up to meet mine, like she was chasing the edge and wanted me to drag her over it.

The lounger creaked beneath us, damp fabric sticking to my knees, her thighs slick and trembling. I kept one hand on her throat, not tight, just enough to let her know who drove, but the other tangled in her hair, fisting the platinum strands as she arched and writhed and begged for more. There was nothing delicate about the way we crashed together; the world could have ended, and we'd have just kept going, each thrust a sentence in a language only the two of us understood. She clawed at my shoulders, her nails leaving angry red lines, and when I finally braced both hands beside her head and fucked her as hard as I dared, her eyes rolled back, mouth open in a silent scream.

I kissed her then, softer than before, our lips barely brushing as I slowed, pulled out almost all the way, then pressed back in, savoring the full length of her, how she shuddered and flexed around me. We stayed like that for a beat, just breathing, just being, before the tempo built again, driven by the wind and the leftover electricity in the air. My cock throbbed, swollen beyond reason, the friction almost unbearable. I wanted to last forever, but every sound she made, every squeeze of her cunt, every thud of her heart against my chest drew me closer to the edge.

I watched her face, the way her guard dropped with every thrust, how her cheekbones burned and her eyes overflowed with something like gratitude and terror all at once. She'd never let anyone see her like this, never let anyone in far enough to do real damage. And I wanted to heal her and wreck her at the same time. I whispered her name, over and over, until she whimpered, "Cole," and clung to me like I was the only thing left keeping her afloat.

Neither of us could stop. Not now, not ever.

Rain kept falling, softer now, mixing with sweat and the juices slicking her pussy. She was velvet and steel, warmth and edge, her body meeting every thrust with equal force. When she started to tremble, I felt it in my bones.

“Cole—” she gasped, the first hint of panic in her voice.

I slowed, holding her tight. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

She shuddered, then clenched down on my cock, climax hitting her like a high tide. Her whole body shook, pussy gripping my length, arms crushing me so close I thought she might never let go. She moaned into my open mouth, tongue tangled with mine, and finally let herself break.

The sight of Brooke unraveling beneath me, her face contorted in a mix of pain, pleasure, and raw, unfiltered relief, snapped the last thread of control I had left. Her body convulsed around me, pussy rippling in desperate aftershocks, clutching my cock so fiercely it felt like her insides were trying to claim me for good. I lost the rhythm, lost everything but the need to fill her, to mark her, to drive so deep that when she remembered this night, it would throb through her bones forever.

My release built slow, then all at once. I gripped her ass, fingers digging hard enough to leave prints for days, and buried myself to the hilt, grinding against her as I came with a sound I didn’t recognize, half shout, half sob, all hunger. My cock pulsed, then erupted, wave after wave, hotter and more intense than anything I’d felt in years. It was like an electric current arced between us, every spasm mirrored in her body, every desperate thrust answered by her own, until we were both spent and shaking, sweat and rain mixing on our skin.

Brooke clung to me, nails raked down my back, legs locked tight around my waist. Her head lolled back, mouth open, the pale column of her throat slick with starlight and sweat. She was gasping, laughing, crying, maybe all three at the same time, her self-control gone so utterly that she didn’t even notice the tears streaking her cheeks. I kissed her jaw, her eyelids, her mouth, tasting salt and heat and the wild, living edge of her surrender.

We lay there on the lounger, bodies locked, neither of us able to move or talk, just breathing each other in. Her pussy twitched around my softening cock, unwilling to let me go. My hands wandered over the soft curve of her breasts, memorizing every line of muscle, every shiver and tremor. She rested her forehead on my shoulder, trembling as she tried to collect herself.

“I can’t believe I just did that,” she whispered, voice still wrecked.

I angled her chin up, forced her to meet my eyes. “You mean you can’t believe you just let yourself feel something.”

She nodded, a shaky smile tugging at the same lips that had just bitten me raw. “You’re such an asshole,” she said, but she kissed me again, softer now, lips lingering like a promise.

The warm rain tapered off until there was nothing but the hush of wind and the distant static of water on the sea. We remained on the lounger, my weight half-supported on trembling forearms, her body still joined with mine. The damp cushions cradled us as we caught our breath. For a while, neither of us moved. The yacht rocked beneath us gently, each subtle shift sending aftershocks through our connected bodies.

Finally, she pulled me down fully against her, one hand lazily tracing patterns on my back as though she'd been touching me like this forever.

Dawn edged up over the horizon, painting the storm clouds in streaks of blood orange and pearl. We untangled ourselves from the lounger, my legs still unsteady as I pulled on my shorts. Brooke shimmied into her clothes with practiced efficiency, not bothering to wring out her soaked top before heading to the bridge. She reclaimed her focus so fast it felt like whiplash; fingers still flushed pink, she tapped the nav screen, recalculated our position, called out heading and ETA like she was briefing a boardroom.

I watched her work, pride and awe tangling in my chest.

She glanced up, eyes softer than I’d ever seen. “The others don’t need to know. Not yet. I want it to be our secret for a while longer.”

I pulled her onto my lap, hands steady as vices on her waist, feeling the heat of her skin radiate into my palms. She melted into me without a hint of hesitation, her body a perfect fit, and slipped her arms around my neck, locking us together as if we’d been made for this embrace. The nearness of her was heady, a rush that left my senses humming. Her hair tickled my jaw, the scent of her a low, familiar burn in my chest. She leaned in close, a gravity between us, her breath a soft exhale against my cheek as her arms tightened and we drew each other impossibly close.

“Deal,” I said, sealing it with a slow, possessive kiss. My hand slid down, fingers squeezing her ass, firm, perfect, entirely mine for that single, unrepeatable moment.

She finally peeled herself out of my lap, straightened her bikini top and rain-soaked yoga shorts, and smoothed her hair. By the time she hit the companionway, her composure was restored, face impassive, shoulders thrown back.

But then Brooke did something I’d never witnessed before: she smiled. Not the tight, professional twist, but a real, deep, post-orgasmic grin.

The first signs of life echoed belowdecks, doors opening, the clatter of mugs, the start of another day.

I heard Evan’s camera whir before I saw him. Kid had an artist’s bad habit of being in the right place at the wrong time. He caught Brooke walking down the passage, not a hair out of place except for that faint glow she couldn’t hide. The camera lingered, maybe even zoomed, as Brooke slipped into her cabin. A second later, Tessa appeared at the galley counter, notebook out, pouring coffee, but her eyes never left her sister’s retreating form. She clocked the shift instantly, one sensitive soul recognizing change in another.

I lingered at the helm, half-dressed, hands still tingling from the memory of Brooke’s body. The ocean was calm, the sky washed clean. The only evidence of the storm was the lingering scent of ozone, rain, and something infinitely sweeter—her.

Every woman in the harem had broken me open in a different way, carved a home somewhere in the mess of my heart.

With Brooke, it wasn’t just lust or conquest. It was the knowledge that surrender required more courage than armor ever could.

She was the ice queen. She was fire and steel and need.

And now, she was mine.

I gripped the helm, steering True North into the rising sun, grinning like a bastard.

Let the next challenge come.

I was ready.


Chapter six
First Times and Slow Fire


You never truly hear the ocean at night until you’re alone at the bow with nothing but paper and secrets for company.

That’s where I’d planted myself, starboard-side, bare feet propped on the cool fiberglass, back braced against a coil of line. Every light on True North was doused except for the pinprick glow of the lamp beside me, and the sky was drunk with stars, thousands, maybe millions, indifferent to shipwrecks or heartbreak or men who spent half their lives running from the past.

But none of that was my focus. Right then? It was one girl’s handwriting, looping and hungry, scrawled across page after stolen page.

Tessa’s essays.

She’d left them for me on the chart table, or maybe she hadn’t, maybe I’d just claimed them because I always wanted to know what hid behind her quiet, soft smile. The first bundle was neat, hesitant observations about island colors, crewmate quirks, the push-pull of a yacht family learning to play nice. But as I read on, the words loosened. Lines got rawer, hungrier. The last few pages? They hummed with the kind of confessions you only wrote when you were sure nobody would ever read them.

I read fast at first, then slower, barely breathing as I traced the evolution of her.

"He stands at the helm like he’s always known how to command storms and hearts at once. I wonder who taught him to hide his sadness so well? Sometimes I think he’s more at ease with the stars than with his own desires..."

I ran a thumb down the margin, resisting the urge to underline the lines that cut deepest. There was longing in every sentence, but also fear, fear of saying the wrong thing, fear of being seen. I understood that better than anyone.

Somewhere aft, the world’s best troublemakers were still, the yacht in hush mode, no shuffle of sandals or thump of laughter. Just the ocean, wind, and the low, anxious tap of my own pulse.

The next page. The next revelation.

"I watch the way he listens, really listens, not like the boys at school, not even like my father. Cole lets silences fill the space, like he knows sometimes the truest things are what we don’t say. I wish I could tell him how that makes me feel. I wish I could be more than a shadow on his horizon..."

That line got me. Nobody wrote like her, not on this boat, maybe not anywhere.

I was flipping to another page when I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. A shadow, hesitant, lingering near the locked bow hatch.

Tessa.

She stood at the threshold, a ghost in oversized t-shirt and barely-there shorts, notebook hugged to her chest like armor. Her eyes were huge in the lamplight, green as new leaves, wary but greedy for whatever came next.

I didn’t say a word. Neither did she. Silence stretched, whipped by the pulse of surf and the wild suspicion that maybe she’d hoped to find me here all along.

After a beat, she padded closer, barefoot, the breeze tugging hair across her cheeks. The closer she got, the more I saw her hands shake.

But she didn’t look away.

I lifted the sheaf of pages, letting her see what I’d been reading. Her cheeks flushed, but she kept coming, slow and determined, finally sinking down cross-legged at my side.

She spoke first, voice so soft I had to lean in to catch it. “You found them.”

“Wasn’t much of a challenge,” I said. “You left them out. Or maybe you wanted them found.”

She nibbled her lip, a nervous tell I’d seen a thousand times but never this close. “I never know if I want to be seen or if I’m just… hoping someone will notice me before I disappear.”

I thumbed the top of the essay, lines still burning in my head. “You have a hell of a way with words, Tess.”

That got a tiny, self-conscious smile. “Words are easy for me. Talking, not so much.”

A gust of wind caught the edges of the manuscripts, fluttering them like wings. She reached to pin them down, her fingers brushing mine. Cold at first, then warm. She looked twice at the contact, but didn’t pull away.

We let the silence spool out, thick with everything neither of us had ever said.

I gave her the out: “If you want them back, I’ll stop reading. No harm, no foul.”

She shook her head, hair falling over one eye. “No. I want to know what you think.” She faltered, then added, “Not just the sailing observations. The…other parts.”

I quoted her own words back, line for line, “You wrote, ‘He stands at the helm like he’s always known how to command storms and hearts at once.’” I let it hang. “That’s how you see me?”

She ducked her chin, flustered. “It’s how you are. Even when you don’t want to be.”

Her hands twisted the hem of her shirt, absently wringing it out. “Most of what I write, I can’t say out loud. Especially about you.”

That landed like a punch to the solar plexus. Maybe she felt it too, because her breathing picked up, shallow and quick, like I’d just snuck up on her at the edge of a dream.

I put a hand over the stack of pages, pinning us both to the moment. “You don’t have to talk if it’s easier to write. But I want to hear it in your voice, at least once.”

Tessa’s eyes flashed, torn between dread and hope. “You already know, don’t you?” she whispered. “Every page is practically a love letter, even the ones that pretend not to be.”

She looked away, cheeks burning. “I thought you’d laugh, or be creeped out. You’re… You’re you. I’m just—”

I stopped her with a touch, my fingers covering hers on the paper. “You’re not ‘just’ anything. You’re incredible, Tess.”

She dared a glance at me, green eyes soft but wild, her pulse visible at the hollow of her throat. “I’ve read all your old interviews, you know. In them, you never said much. Always deferred. Always kept something to yourself.” Her voice got stronger as she went. “But when you talk to me, I feel like you actually want to hear what I’m thinking. It makes me crazy. I start writing and can’t stop.”

There it was. No filter, no backspace.

The breeze whipped across the bow, salt and possibility.

I leaned closer, dropping my voice so it wouldn’t echo. “You want me, Tessa. Say it.”

If the world’s best writers doubted the power of confession, they’d never seen her face right then. She went still, breath catching like a boat in a windless bay.

She answered in a whisper, lower than the wind: “I want you. I’ve wanted you forever.”

Fuck. My cock responded instantly. But this wasn’t just about sex. It was about seeing her, all the way through, and letting her know she could be both writer and woman in the same breath.

I let the silence stretch, savoring it.

She broke first, her laugh more exhale than sound. “That feels dangerous to say out loud. I don’t even know what comes next.”

I wanted to say everything. I wanted to promise her the world.

But before I could, another presence slipped into the scene, barefoot and sun-warm, with enough magic to reroute any future.

Summer.

She moved like a shadow, but she was all light, gold hair, skin still tan from the day, sundress clinging to her like a second skin. She leaned against the bow rail, taking in the tableau: me, lamp-lit, Tessa flushed and trembling, essays scattered like the first dominoes of a new game.

She grinned, slow and sure. “Hope I’m not interrupting something juicy. Or”—she flicked a glance at the pages—“maybe I’m just in time.”

Tessa’s face went scarlet, but Summer never missed a beat. She prowled closer, dropped to her knees beside us, and brought the breeze with her, the scent of citrus and salt and wildness.

“I read a few of those essays,” Summer said, voice low and full of mischief. “You know what I liked best about them? Honesty. No fake stuff. No pretending.” She edged closer to Tessa, eyes locked. “You write every hunger like it’s already happened. Maybe it’s time you stopped analyzing and started living what you’ve already written.”

Tessa froze, caught. But all I could think was she’d never looked more gorgeous, skin dusted gold by the lamp, red hair in soft waves, legs tucked underneath her like she was bracing for a storm.

Summer reached for Tessa’s hand, fingers gentle but confident. “I know it’s scary,” she said. “But everything you want? It’s right here. Me and Cole. We’re not going anywhere. You just have to say yes.”

Tessa trembled, her body divided, one foot in the old world, one desperate to step off the edge.

I said nothing, letting the moment do the work.

After a long heartbeat, Tessa finally nodded, just once.

Summer grinned, then leaned in and pressed a kiss to Tessa’s cheek. “That’s my brave girl.”

She stood, pulling Tessa gently to her feet. I gathered the essays, tucking them safe as scripture, and followed.

The wind picked up, sharp and alive, carrying the taste of salt and the future. Summer held Tessa’s hand as we padded barefoot down the starlit deck, the yacht humming beneath us like a promise.

We reached the companionway, Summer leading, Tessa in the middle, me close behind. The air in the passage was cool, scented with memory and the last trace of Summer’s perfume. Every step felt like crossing into new territory. Tessa’s spine straightened, nervous at first, then steadier as Summer squeezed her hand.

We ducked into the glow of the lower salon, then into the hush of the stateroom corridor. I heard the door close behind us, sealing out the world.

Tessa’s breathing was shallow, but she never let go of Summer’s hand.

We reached the main suite, door half-open, shadows racing across the bed. Summer paused on the threshold, then glanced back at Tessa.

“Last chance to rewrite this scene,” she teased, but her gaze said there was only one answer.

Tessa looked at me, face open and hungry. “I don’t want to be a shadow anymore.”

I stepped inside, the essays still clutched in my hand like talismans.

The world, the old rules, the old doubts, didn’t stand a chance.

Summer winked and tugged Tessa into the room, moth-to-flame, and I followed, heart pounding, cock already hard, not just for the sex but for the raw truth of being wanted, seen, chosen.

Behind us, the stars burned on, indifferent, as three bodies disappeared below deck, bound for a midnight that would echo for years.

Let the new story begin.

***

The suite felt like another planet compared to the rest of True North, soft lamplight, salt air drifting through the porthole, the king bed looking huge and decadent against the hush. Summer led Tessa inside, slow but sure, her hand never letting go even as the door clicked shut behind us, sealing us in moonlit privacy.

Tessa hovered, wide-eyed, clutching her notebook like a shield until Summer gently slipped it out of her grasp and set it safe on the dresser. That was step one: proof she was welcome, not just as a brain or a poet, but as a flesh-and-blood woman who deserved this as much as anyone on board.

Summer turned her, framed Tessa’s face in her palms, and kissed her hairline, gentle, not greedy. “You’re safe, Tess,” she whispered. “Tonight is only about what you want.”

Tessa’s breathing was high and thin, a rush of oxygen she couldn’t quite slow. Her shoulders were wound tight, but her body leaned toward us, hunger and hope battling nerves in real time.

Summer eased her even closer, catching my eye across the bed, then started to undress her, inch by reverent inch. First she peeled Tessa’s soft t-shirt up, baring golden skin with those perfect tan lines, then she paused, lips pressed to Tessa’s shoulder, just tasting. Tessa shivered, head tipped back, hands flying to cover her chest, but Summer smiled and pulled her arms gently away.

“Don’t hide from me, sunshine,” she coaxed. “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

Tessa blushed, but this time she didn’t resist. The shirt went up and over, pooling on the floor. Her chest was even more perfect than I’d pictured, full, high, tits tipped with delicate, dusky-pink nipples already hard with anticipation. Summer made a show of admiring them, kissing along Tessa’s collarbone, then working her way lower, trailing her tongue between the swells while her hands caressed Tessa’s ribs.

Tessa gasped, fingers curling in the sheets. She looked from Summer to me, caught between terror and awe.

Summer didn’t rush. She dropped to her knees, hands running down Tessa’s sides, and slowly tugged down her shorts. Nothing underneath, just bare, smooth skin and the soft curve of her ass. She was perfect, every inch alive in the amber wash of the lamp. Her pussy was tight, lips flushed and slick even before I touched her.

For a second Tessa just stood there, naked except for a trembling halo of desire, letting Summer’s hands and mouth show her what it meant to truly be wanted. Summer kissed her hip bones, nipped gently at her inner thigh, then looked up with a smile.

“Trust what your body already knows,” she said. “There’s nothing you have to study or rehearse.”

Summer stood, brushing her curves against Tessa’s bare skin, and steered her toward the bed. Tessa perched obediently, knees together, arms folding over her chest until Summer pried them apart again, smoothing them gently down. For a heartbeat, her hands lingered, light as feathers, just along the slope of Tessa’s gorgeous thighs.

It was my turn. They both looked at me, silent invitation.

Tessa swallowed hard. “I—I want to help. But I don’t know how.”

“Watch and copy,” Summer said, playful but kind. She stepped behind Tessa, wrapped her arms around her, and guided her forward.

The air in the suite was thick with need. My cock strained the front of my shorts, throbbing with every stolen glance.

Summer drew Tessa to her feet, then closed the space between us, her bare skin pressed to Tessa’s back. It was so sensual my brain short-circuited.

Tessa reached for my shirt, hands trembling so much she almost missed the buttons. Summer helped, guiding her fingers over each one, murmuring encouragements. “That’s it. Just like that. Take your time.”

My shirt hit the floor. My chest was bare, and judging by the look in Tessa’s eyes, she’d never seen anything she liked more. She stared at the old sailing scar just above my brow, the line of muscle down my torso, the faint trail of hair that disappeared below the waistband.

Summer pushed her lips against Tessa’s ear, whispering loud enough for me to hear, “He’s even hotter when he’s yours.”

Tessa blushed so hard her skin glowed.

I hooked my thumbs under the waistband of my shorts and let them drop, leaving me naked, cock jutting proud and already leaking at the tip. Tessa’s eyes went wide. Summer grinned, pressing her breasts softly into Tessa’s back.

“Go on, touch,” Summer said, her hand sliding down to cup my balls, curling her fingers luxuriously around my shaft. “He loves it when you’re brave.”

Tessa reached out, hesitant, then wrapped her hand around the base. Her grip was timid, feather-light, but the touch zapped straight up my spine. She glanced up at me, searching for reassurance.

I covered her hand with mine, squeezed gently. “You’re perfect,” I said, meaning every syllable.

She stroked me, slow and shy, until Summer joined in. Summer knelt again, this time pulling Tessa with her.

“Have you ever…?” Summer asked, tilting her face up to Tessa’s.

Tessa shook her head, hair flying. “Never. Not even close.”

Summer’s face softened, pure pride and tenderness. “I got you.”

She kissed my thigh, then ran her tongue up my shaft, circling the head with practiced confidence. My whole body tensed as she slid me deep into her mouth, working her tongue along the underside. She bobbed slow, savoring the taste, then pulled away just enough to show Tessa how her lips formed a tight seal.

“Like this,” Summer breathed.

She guided Tessa in, hand on the back of her head, gentle, never forcing. Tessa hesitated, then licked the tip of my cock, eyes flicking up to catch my reaction. When I moaned, she smiled, emboldened, and tried again, this time wrapping her lips around the head and sucking awkwardly, uncertain but eager.

Summer murmured, “Good, use your tongue more,” and demonstrated, swirling around the tip.

Tessa copied her, each attempt smoother, her hand following Summer’s along my shaft. Suddenly they were both down there, licking and sucking, their cheeks pressed together as they shared me. The sensation was beyond anything I’d ever dreamed. Two stunning women, one wild and seasoned, one trembling and brand new, taking turns swallowing me down.

Summer coached her at every step, never harsh, always supportive. “Don’t worry about getting it perfect. He loves that you want it. Just do what feels good.”

Tessa got braver, taking me deeper each time. Soon she was in full control: sucking, stroking, tongue flicking at the slit just like Summer showed her. Every time she looked up at me for approval, my knees nearly buckled.

“God, you girls are something else,” I groaned.

They tag-teamed me for what felt like an hour, alternating licks, giggling together, hands intertwined around my cock. Tessa finally pulled off, breathless, spit glistening on her lips.

“That wasn’t as scary as I thought,” she said, voice wobbly.

“You did great,” Summer said, licking her lips. “But the best is yet to come.”

Summer stood and drew me to the bed. She sat, spreading her thighs wide and pulling me into the space between them, her ass barely on the edge. She was still dressed—barely. I hooked my fingers in the straps of her sundress and yanked it down, exposing those perfect, heavy tits. No bra, of course. She shrugged the dress off, baring her golden skin, her body already glistening with sweat and want.

I ran my hands over her flawless breasts, kneading them, then bent low and licked her nipples, biting them gently just how she liked. Summer arched, moaning, her ass lifting off the bed. Her legs locked around my hips.

I lined my cock up with her pussy and pushed in, slow and deliberate so Tessa could watch everything. Summer was soaking, tight and hot, walls clenching the second I breached her. She threw her head back, exposing her throat, groaning so raw it made the air vibrate.

“See that?” Summer gasped, voice directed at Tessa. “It’s like nothing you’ve ever known. Your whole body catches fire. Cole’s big, but he goes slow. He makes you want every inch, and he’s an amazing lover.”

I started to fuck her for real, long, slow strokes, burying myself to the hilt each time. Summer’s tits bounced in time, sweat pearling on her skin. She locked eyes with Tessa, inviting her closer.

Tessa perched on the edge of the bed, hand between her thighs. She was rubbing herself, so wet her fingers glistened in the lamplight. Her eyes never left where my cock plunged into Summer’s slick heat.

Summer talked her through it, voice urgent and trembling. “When he’s inside you, you’ll feel stretched, but also safe. There’s nothing like it. That first time? It’s magic. He’ll take care of you. I promise.”

That’s when Summer started to lose it. Her hands clawed at my shoulders, pulling me deeper, desperate for more. I hammered her, hard but careful, watching Tessa’s reaction as every thrust sent shockwaves through Summer’s perfect body.

Tessa’s breath hitched, her own hips twisting in time with ours. Her eyes glistened, cheeks flushed with arousal.

Summer climaxed first. It hit her like a weather system, her whole body locking up, toes curling, pussy clamping down on my cock as she shrieked my name. Her orgasm was loud, proud, unapologetic.

I kept fucking her, slower now, watching how Tessa watched us, her fingers moving in frantic circles. When Summer finally came down, she grinned, sweat-soaked and triumphant.

She slid off me, rolling to her side, and reached for Tessa’s hand. “It’s your turn, Sunshine. Don’t hold back now.”

Tessa looked at me, nervous again, but I reached for her, drawing her close, letting her naked skin press to mine. I brushed her hair back, kissed her temple, then trailed my mouth down to her neck.

“You can tell me to stop anytime,” I whispered.

She shook her head, voice shaking but sure. “Don’t ever stop. I want… I want everything.”

I kissed her again, this time full on the mouth, letting her taste every trace of Summer before deepening it, tongue sliding between her lips. She moaned, body instantly melting against me.

I bent her back onto the mattress, settling between her thighs. Her pussy was pink, glistening, lips parted and ready. I started slow, kissing down her body, worshiping every inch, collarbones, breasts, ribs, hips, inner thighs, then finally her pussy.

I licked her, soft at first, tasting her sweetness, then harder, driving my tongue against her clit until she writhed, moaning, hands gripping my head. Her flavor was light and pure, a little tart from nerves, a lot wet from want.

Summer watched from the side, lazy smile on her lips. “That’s right, baby. Let him make you feel things nobody else ever could.”

When I slid a finger inside, Tessa gasped, hips bucking, body clenching down, so tight I had to go slow, giving her time to adjust.

I kissed back up her body, then teased her with my cock, rubbing the head along her slit, making her beg for it.

“Please, Cole,” she whispered, voice wrecked. “I want you inside me. All of you.”

I lined up, pushed the tip in, barely. She pulled back, startled at first, but then forced herself to relax.

I kept my gaze on hers, letting her see every ounce of control in my body. “You’re safe, Tess. I’ll never hurt you.”

She nodded, bracing herself, then guided my cock with both hands, desperate for more.

The first thrust took patience. Her pussy was tight, so wet it almost squeezed me out before I could get past the ring of muscle at her entrance. But then she gasped, a different kind of sound, half relief, half hunger.

“Holy shit,” she breathed. “You’re… you’re so big.”

I smiled, driving a little further, letting her stretch around me.

Once I was fully inside, I paused, fighting the urge to just lose myself. She wrapped her legs around my hips, ankles locked behind my back, pulling me in as deep as I could go.

I started moving, slow at first, letting her body get used to the burn, the fullness, the crazy new sensation.

With every inch, she got bolder, meeting my thrusts, her pussy milking me, every nerve ending alive.

Summer murmured near her ear, coaching her through the first crest. “Don’t fight it, baby. Let it come. He’s yours now. Say what you want.”

Tessa locked her arms around my shoulders, the grip of a drowning woman desperate for air, or, maybe, for surrender. The room spun hot and breathless, her body arching beneath me, every muscle straining, hips snapping up to meet mine with raw, unfiltered need. I could feel her nails dig crescents into my skin, scraping along the knobs of my spine, anchoring herself as the wild rhythm took over.

Every thrust drove her closer, her breath growing ragged, her eyes wide and wild even as they brimmed with tears of something too deep for language. She buried her face in my neck, gasping broken sentences into my skin, words that evaporated as soon as they left her lips. Her chest pressed hard to mine, sweat-slicked and electric, heart hammering so loud I heard it over the slap of my hips and the wet, obscene music of our bodies colliding. I wanted to slow down, to stretch this moment into forever, but Tessa was beyond patience, pulling me in, begging for more even as her arms and legs locked me in place.

I could tell she was close, the way her body started to shake, her thighs quivering, every muscle tense as a drawn bowstring. Her pussy clenched around my cock, tight and insistent, milking me for everything I could give. She rode the brink for a few strokes, then fell, shuddering so hard I thought she’d break apart.

She let out a strangled cry, muffled in my shoulder, then reared back, eyes ablaze, mouth open and hungry. She wanted more, more than sensation, more than the chemistry of skin and sweat. She wanted the thing she never let herself have: total, unguarded connection. The permission to need me.

“Talk to me,” she begged, “I want to hear you.”

I dropped my face to her ear, whispering everything I felt, everything I wanted, all the things her journals never dared admit. “You’re incredible. I’ve wanted you so bad. You’re not just a fantasy, you’re real. You’re mine, Tessa. Right here. Right now.”

That sent her over the edge.

Her pussy clamped down, spasming around my cock as she came. Hard. Harder than I’d ever seen. She dug her nails into my arms, legs wrapped me in a vice, not letting me go. Her voice tore out, no more hesitation, just pure, honest need.

“Come inside me,” she begged, wild and honest, “I want to feel it. Please.”

That did it for me.

The moment was uncontrollable, volcanic, a surge so total it threatened to blank my mind. I bottomed out inside her, hips pressed flush, and felt every tremble, every involuntary ripple in her body as my own climax detonated. Cum burst from me in pulses, thick and overwhelming, flooding her so quickly that I imagined she could feel the heat climbing up her core, seeping into every cell. Tessa’s legs snapped tighter, holding me in place, as if afraid some essential part of me, or her, would slip away if she let go.

I couldn’t move. The aftershocks left me dizzy, my hands digging into the mattress and her thighs, sweat gluing our bodies together. She was shuddering, mouth open in a silent scream-turned-sob, eyes squeezed shut, and I realized with a gut-punch thrill that her second orgasm had crashed into mine, timing so perfect it felt cosmic, predestined.

We stayed locked like that, bodies knotted and shaking, until my arms began to tremble from the effort. I shifted a little, trying to ease the pressure, and Tessa moaned at the sensation of withdrawal, her nails scoring red lines into my back. I didn’t dare move further. My cock was still inside her, still hard enough to make every twitch a new sensation, and the blend of pain and pleasure left her gasping.

Sweat trickled from my brow and dripped to her collarbone. She blinked up at me, dazed, eyelashes glued together, lips parted in disbelief. For a long moment, neither of us said anything. It was enough just to breathe the same air, to exist together in this new, impossible reality.

Summer shifted in the periphery, her hand finding Tessa’s as if to anchor her in place, to keep her from floating away in the aftermath. “You okay, Sunshine?” Summer whispered, breaking the silence with a note of gentle awe.

Tessa laughed, just a single, incredulous sound, half-cry, half-giggle, and squeezed Summer’s hand. “I—I can’t feel my legs.”

I grinned at that, leaned down to nuzzle her cheek, her pulse hammering against my lips. “That’s the idea,” I murmured, voice raw as sandpaper. “You did so good, Tess. You’re incredible.”

She beamed, face flushed crimson, tears pooling at the corners of her eyes but not falling. “You—” Her voice caught, and she took a trembling breath. “You were right. It’s a thousand times better than words.”

I could feel the last of my cum still trickling out around my cock, warm and wet between us, and the knowledge that I’d claimed her in this way, utterly, absolutely, lit up a primitive part of my mind. I gently pulled back and saw the creamy leak, the pink of her pussy still stretched around me, and forced myself not to lose it again.

She whimpered at the emptiness as I pulled out, hips bucking up reflexively. I grazed a hand down her thigh, tracing the tremor lines, then slid two fingers inside her. She gasped, squirmed, and I watched my own cum ooze from her, slicking her folds and staining the sheets. I drew it up, circled her clit with the mess, and she jerked violently, another mini-orgasm rippling through her core.

Summer laughed, delirious and proud, then crawled up to kiss Tessa on the mouth, her own taste mingling with mine. “You’re glowing, Sunshine,” Summer said, brushing the sweaty hair from Tessa’s forehead.

Tessa reached for me, her hand trembling, and I took it, squeezed it, desperate not to lose the connection we’d just forged. She pulled me down so our noses touched, and she stared into me like I was the only thing that existed.

My heart thundered. I wanted to tell her everything, how I’d ached for this, how terrified I’d been of breaking her, how the moment felt like an entire universe collapsing into one point of hot, white light. Instead I just breathed her in, felt the residual pulse between our bodies, the hum that said the boundary between us had evaporated.

I collapsed beside her, not willing to let her go.

Summer spooned up behind, stroking Tessa’s hair and kissing her shoulder.

For a long time, nobody spoke.

Tessa was the first to break the hush, voice thick with emotion. “It was better than anything I could have written. Better than anything I dreamed.”

I kissed her, slow and deep, promising her with lips and tongue what words never could.

Summer beamed, pride and joy wild across her face.

The night stretched around us, bodies tangled, hearts pounding, no way to ever go back to what we were before.

For the first time, three was the new normal.

And it was everything.

***

I held Tessa as we lay entangled, her heart pounding under my palm, her body slack and trembling from the aftershocks. Summer curved against her back, stroking her hair in slow, hypnotic circles. For a long time, nobody spoke. The only sounds were ragged breathing, the muted thrum of yacht engines, and the faint hiss of dawn starting to press against the porthole glass.

Then, out of nowhere, Tessa started to cry.

Not wracking sobs, just silent, steady tears that streaked down her cheeks and splashed onto my collarbone. It hit me in the gut; I’d been with plenty of women, seen plenty of emotion, but this was different. She was stripped open, raw, and utterly unashamed.

I kissed her eyelids, caught the salt on my tongue.

“Hey,” I whispered. “You good? Did I hurt you?”

She shook her head hard, tears turning to laughter mid-way. “You could never. I just—I’ve been writing about this moment for months. I imagined every detail, every word, but it’s nothing like being here with you. Reality is better than anything I could have written.”

She touched my face, guiding my mouth to hers. The kiss she gave me was nothing shy or fragile, it was all in, messy and greedy and true. She kissed me again and again, like she was imprinting the memory onto her DNA.

Summer, ever the goddess of timing, kissed the top of Tessa’s head, then caught my eye, all pride and victory. “You made her whole tonight, Captain. She’s yours now.”

Summer slipped off the bed, gathering her dress and disappearing out the stateroom door with a final smile, leaving nothing but the scent of her and the echo of her laughter behind.

For a long time, Tessa and I just lay there. My arms wrapped around her, cock still slick, her pussy gaping and leaking my cum in a slow, perfect ooze. Her body was incredible, tight, soft, and hyper-responsive, like every inch of her skin was tuned for sensation.

I couldn’t help myself. I wanted her again.

I rolled her onto her back and kissed her everywhere, the hollow of her neck, the curve of her breasts, the line of her hip. She moaned, arching into me, surrendering with zero hesitation this time.

“You’re addictive,” she breathed.

“So are you,” I said.

I spread her legs and pushed two fingers inside, feeling her shudder. She was slippery with my cum, and the sight of it made me want to mark her all over again. I licked her pussy, slow and deep, until she was writhing, then I slid up and kissed her again and again.

She gripped my cock, lined it up, urging me wordlessly to take her. So I did, rolling my hips, driving inside her with relentless, hungry pressure. Her cunt clung to me, velvet and steel, so fucking tight even after the first time. She wrapped her arms around my neck, her writer’s hands pressing me close, her legs locking around my hips to hold me for good.

We fucked slow, then fast, then slow again, making out like the world was ending. Every time I leaned in and whispered what she meant to me, how beautiful she was, how smart, how perfect, her pussy clenched harder, her entire body trembling with pleasure.

When she came, she nearly blacked out. She begged me to flood her, begged me to make her feel it everywhere, begged me to never let go.

“Come inside me,” she whispered, voice gone ragged. “Fill me. Make me yours.”

I reared back, hands knotted in her hair and under her ass, and let myself go. Time warped. My whole body cinched, every sinew and nerve firing at once, a blinding, all-consuming detonation. I slammed forward, driving every last inch of myself into her, and felt her clamp down again, impossibly tight, like her body’s only mission was to squeeze the life from my cock and wring out everything I had left.

The orgasm didn’t just hit, it overtook, obliterating any thought that wasn’t her, us, this. A raw, animal pulse surged from my balls to my brain. I pumped her full, each spasm more violent than the last, and the first squirt spilled so much heat I could feel it flooding her in real-time. The second rocked me even harder, my hips bucking in time with her desperate cries. She gripped me with arms and legs both, flattening me to her, making sure there was no escape. I didn’t want escape. I wanted to melt into her forever.

Her pussy milked me, spasming around my cock, making every aftershock torture and ecstasy at once. I knew I was leaking out, that our combined mess was soaking the sheets, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was the wild, obscene pleasure of total loss, the spilling of myself into her, the sensation of our bodies fusing at the source.

I kept thrusting through it, each motion slower, deeper, a grinding attempt to prolong the final shudders. She arched against me, nails biting into my back, and I felt her climax again, a rolling quake that wouldn’t quit. I came with her, again, riding the edge until I was completely spent, my cock still twitching inside her as if it could pour more.

We collapsed together, tangled in ruin, sweat and salt and satisfaction. She buried her face in my neck, kissing me all over, and then lay perfectly still, soaking in the moment.

It was nearly sunrise when I finally coaxed her out of bed. We hit the shower together, warm water sluicing away the evidence, but not the memory, never the memory.

She dressed in silence, quick but purposeful, then grabbed her notebook and hugged it to her chest like a lifeline. She hesitated at the door, looking back at me with eyes so full of wonder I thought I might break.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

I smiled. “Anytime. Every time.”

She disappeared down the hall, padding quietly through the waking hush of True North. What she didn’t know was that Evan was waiting. He lingered at the far end of the corridor, camera already rolling.

He caught everything: the afterglow on her skin, the limp in her step, the way her hair was tangled and lips still swollen from kissing, the death-grip she had on the notebook. He didn’t say a word, just filmed her like a ghost behind glass, heartbreak written all over his face.

But she didn’t even see him. She was lost in the moment, dream-walking her way straight to the galley.

That’s where Brooke found her, already pouring coffee, quietly surveying her little sister over the rim of her mug.

Brooke didn’t judge. Didn’t tease. She just nodded, almost proud, and said, “You finally stopped writing about life and started living it.”

Tessa snorted, collapsing onto the bench. For a second, the old shyness flickered, but then she shook it off, looking up with a new edge to her smile.

“Maybe they’re not as separate as I thought,” she answered. “Maybe they never were.”

If there was a more poetic start to a harem morning, I’d never seen it.

Of course, nothing on True North went unnoticed. Down the passage, Nathan watched the breakfast show unfold, his gaze sharp and reptilian, storing every detail away for whatever games he was planning. Whatever he thought he could use, he’d logged it, same as always.

But the rest of us? We started the day new.

Tessa clutched her notebook, her head high, her body marked by me and proud of it. Brooke sipped her coffee and pretended not to care, but the shine in her eyes said otherwise. Evan filmed from the shadows, recording the revolution even if it was the last thing he wanted.

The old world was dead. The new one, hungry, hopeful, and honest as hell was just getting started.

And I was at the goddamn center.


Chapter seven
Girl Next Door


Azores. Just the name tasted like a dare.

The harbor at Ponta Delgada didn’t do subtle. It came at you all at once: a light show of molten sunset over lunar-black mountains, the scent of distant rain and volcanic rock, the marina stitched with white hulls and sails like confetti after a riot. Fenders thumped in slow time against the dock pilings. True North rocked so gently it felt like an exhale after weeks of holding tension, tension I’d only just started to notice now that the fathers were gone and life aboard had shifted to cruise control.

Everyone else had cut loose. Summer led her little band of troublemakers out for nightlife, promising not to return until they’d emptied at least two bars and a bakery. Kylie wore the shortest shorts in the western hemisphere and convinced Tessa and Lila to film a “Welcome to Hot Girl Europe” promo on the quay. Even Brooke had vanished ashore, her face set on storm-hunting mode, babe-armored for the best wine tasting on the island. I’d engineered it that way. I wanted a ghost ship for just one reason.

Emma.

She’d stayed behind. Of course she had. Someone always had to tidy up the chaos, polish the last window, make sure nobody came home to find the lounge coated in ash from the volcano a hundred miles away. That was Emma Carter, captain of lost causes and patron saint of pre-dawn provisioning.

I found her on the aft deck, half-shadowed by the slanting light, braced against a stack of canned goods like she was prepping for the apocalypse. She wore a blue-and-white striped tee knotted above her navel, practical shorts, hair up in a bun the color of beach honey. The clipboard was clutched to her chest like a bulletproof vest.

I watched for a minute, drinking in the details. The way her toes curled against the teak when she concentrated. The way she bit the inside of her cheek every time she found something out of place. Each breath tight, careful, like she was rationing oxygen.

She didn’t notice me at first. The sunset was too intoxicating, and her head was buried (literally) in a crate of olive oil bottles.

I cleared my throat.

She whirled, almost flinched. The clipboard nearly slipped, but she caught it like a pro.

“Oh! Cole. Sorry, I thought you’d gone ashore.”

“Waiting on you,” I said, keeping it casual. “Figured I’d find you still negotiating with the grocery manifest.”

Emma offered a small, tired smile. It was the kind you gave a doctor before a shot. “I just wanted to make sure everything was sorted for tomorrow’s run to São Miguel. If I let the girls do it, we’d end up with five kinds of cookies and nothing for breakfast.”

“That’s why they love you,” I replied, stepping closer. The deck creaked under my bare feet, the familiar sound putting me at ease. “But I think you’ve earned a night off.”

Her gaze dropped. She fiddled with the corner of a spreadsheet, fingers flying to tuck a loose strand behind her ear. “Someone has to stay ahead of the curve. Besides, I always—” She cut herself off, realizing she sounded a little too on-brand. “I just don’t like coming back to chaos.”

The sky was putting on a show above us, gold bleeding into indigo, the harbor awash with reflections of the volcanic peaks in the distance. The taste of salt and faint diesel floated on the breeze.

I let the silence settle. Just us and the slow slap of water beneath the hull.

I took a step closer, gentle but definite. “You know, everyone gets their moment with you. Tonight is yours.”

She blinked. The line actually knocked her back a pace. She scrambled for her footing, then defaulted to her usual armor, busyness, small talk, soft laughter. “That’s sweet, but I need to finish logging the pantry. Brooke will kill me if I mess up the inventory.”

I reached out, slow and sure, and took the clipboard right from her hands. Not snatching, just…removing it, like I’d done this a thousand times with people who needed saving from themselves.

She resisted for a second, hands clenching; then she let go, her fingers twitching at the absence.

“You’ll have to fight me to get it back,” I said, raising it out of her reach.

Emma huffed a tiny laugh. “You’re impossible.”

“I’m patient,” I corrected. “And right now, I’m not letting you off the hook.”

The golden hour light hit her hair, and for a second, Emma looked like someone who’d just walked out of a better dream. Her lips parted, eyes darting across the harbor, not meeting mine.

“Seriously,” she said, voice pitched lower. “It’s fine. I don’t need special treatment. There’s always more to do—”

“That’s the point. There’s always more. For once, let it wait.”

Her arms wanted to fold, but she caught herself. Instead, she stood perfectly still. Maybe the first time in weeks.

Behind her, the volcanic mountains cut a jagged line across the sky, blue-black against a watercolor backdrop. Lamps flicked on along the waterfront, tiny glows reflected in the marina’s rippling mirror. True North rocked a little harder as a tender zipped by, but even the small chaos couldn’t crack the spell.

I set the clipboard on the lounge, out of reach, and took her hand.

Emma’s fingers were cool at first, then warmer as they settled into mine.

She stared, still unsure. “What if someone needs me?”

“Tonight, I need you,” I said, not playing. “And that’s final.”

An old, familiar struggle flickered through her. You could almost see the math in her brain, the whir of guilt versus longing. It lasted two heartbeats, maybe three.

She let me lead her to the edge of the deck, nothing flashy, just two adults stepping out of their own gravity for the first time in forever.

As we stood there, marina wind tugging at her hair and the last of the sunset putting every magazine cover to shame, I watched her start to unravel. Her shoulders dropped half an inch. Her hand squeezed mine, not a death grip, not a panic move, just a “don’t let go.”

She took a deep breath, exhaled slow, and for the first time since Miami, she didn’t seem crushed by the weight of the world.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered, eyes on the orange bleed over the water. “I always promise myself I’ll just… stop and watch, but it never happens.”

“Tonight, it does,” I promised.

She smiled, different this time. There was a pulse to it, a flash of the girl from her freshman year of college, the one who'd sneak out of her dorm at 2 a.m. to swim in the campus fountain and leave fraternity presidents tongue-tied with a single glance.

We lingered at the rail, just breathing in the salt and the moment. Nobody rushed. The world outside True North faded to a hush. Emma rested her elbows on the polished rail, bare forearms dusted gold. Her throat worked as she swallowed, nerves and hope fighting it out.

“You’re not going to let me sneak back into the galley, are you?” she asked.

“Not unless you drag me with you,” I said, deadpan.

She laughed. This one was real, bright and edged in mischief. “Summer would say you’re being assertive. I think you’re just as stubborn as I am.”

“Probably,” I conceded. “Question is, are you going to let me spoil you?”

She hesitated, one last twitch of resistance, then nodded, almost shy.

“I’m really bad at it,” she confessed.

“That’s my job to fix,” I shot back.

We watched as the last streaks of light flickered off the volcanic slopes, the entire marina wrapped in a velvet-blue glow. The air tasted richer, alive. On the dock, voices rose and fell, Portuguese, probably, or maybe just the international dialect of sailors after a long day.

I turned her gently, steering her down the gangway. She didn’t protest. This time, she walked at my side, head up, fingers still laced with mine.

On the last step, she paused. The street lamps turned her hair molten and drew shadows under her eyes, sharp at the edges but gorgeous all the same.

“Cole?”

“Yeah?”

“There’s so much I wanted to say. And now I feel stupid, because I just—” She waved a hand, searching for the words she’d always given to other people and never herself. “I guess I don’t know how to be the center of anything.”

“You’re not the center,” I said, squeezing her hand. “You’re the anchor. And tonight, you get to set the pace.”

She bit her lip, head tilted, but this time she didn’t argue.

We started down the quay, the city lighting up with every step. Emma’s pace went from mechanical to loose-limbed, her other hand fussing with her bun until the breeze sent two strands spiraling down her cheek. She left them, didn’t even bother to fix it. Progress.

I shot one glance back at True North, deck gleaming, the clipboard abandoned like a defeated weapon. The yacht rocked in its slip, the motion barely more than a heartbeat.

The first notes of laughter from Summer’s posse echoed from three piers over. But here, it was just us and the hush of a world that finally made sense.

“Lead the way, Captain,” Emma said, voice gone low and steady.

She looked up, and for the barest second, the woman who always made everyone else feel seen let herself be seen, too.

That was all the fuel I needed.

We stepped into the night, two shadows stitched together by fate, and left the old world behind.

***

Azorean twilight didn’t so much fall as ooze. Within minutes of leaving the dock, the world transformed: heat haze traded for a clean, electric coolness, the air spiced with cedar, grilled meat, and the tang of mineral dust. Every streetlamp spat halos across the old stone, turning the cobbles to a chessboard of gold and black. The city itself wasn’t trying to impress anyone. It just was. History punched up with neon, every doorway promising secrets if you dared to step inside.

But the biggest transformation? Emma.

At first, she walked like she still owed somebody an apology. Shoulders tight, arms mostly folded, eyes scanning for the nearest task even on shore leave. She made small talk, commented on the weathered archways, the shape of the clouds above the mountains, the way the Atlantic always sounded louder when nobody talked. But for every awkward silence, there was this microsecond of hope, like she was daring herself to loosen the hell up.

I made it my mission to force the issue.

We drifted into the old quarter, ducking under a line of fluttering banners. Emma’s stride lengthened. She stopped fidgeting with her bun and just let her hair down, literally, pulled out the tie and let it tumble, a mess of gold and brown highlighted by the lamps. Her laugh, still shy, started to show teeth.

“You know,” I said as we stepped over a cracked paving stone, “you could probably get the mayor to make you Queen of Organization and nobody would blink.”

She elbowed me, a gentle rebuke. “I’d settle for getting the crew to put their dishes in the sink.”

“That’s your dream? Dishes in the sink?”

Her smile finally reached her eyes. “Tonight, I’m open to bigger dreams.”

The restaurants were tucked between centuries-old walls, each one promising fado music, cheap beer, or “Grandma’s Secret Recipe.” But I wanted something different. I led her up a winding alley to a place with no sign, just a chalkboard pitched out front advertising “Cozido das Furnas—authentic, cooked by the volcano.”

Inside, a few tables huddled under low timber beams. The owner, a stocky man with a quick grin, greeted us like we were old friends. His English was passable, but his enthusiasm was legendary. He poured a carafe of house red and insisted we try the “proper” cozido, explaining how it was buried underground in volcanic ash, steam-cooked before being smuggled into town by cousins who owed him favors.

Emma was spellbound. She asked a thousand questions. How deep did they bury it, how hot was the ash, could you taste the volcano in the broth? The owner beamed, telling us it was “the true flavor of the island, not for tourists, but for lovers and madmen.”

When the food arrived, it was pure sorcery: hunks of beef and sausage rich enough to anchor a battleship, root veggies sweeter than candy, the whole thing steaming and fragrant. The wine tasted stronger under the low lights. The walls held heat and memory both.

Emma’s posture changed. At first, she perched on the edge of her chair, hands folded, polite as royalty. By her third sip of wine, she’d sunk back, one arm slung over the banquette, the other gesturing as she got animated.

I let her talk.

She held court, stories of childhood summer storms, her mom’s recipes and bad health, the ridiculous emergencies the yacht family had thrown at her since Miami. She imitated Kylie’s swagger and Summer’s purr, eyes gone bright with mischief. When she teased my own obsession with double-checking the anchor lines, I nearly lost it.

But the real magic happened over the second course. The owner brought out “special” bread and cheese, then left us alone with a wink.

Emma fell silent. She swirled the wine, the deep red catching lamplight, then set the glass down and went still.

I watched her with the patience of a guy who’d spent years waiting for storms to break.

She started slow. “You know, I almost didn’t come on this trip. I told my dad I needed to work. He gave me this lecture about family obligations, said it would be my last chance before I turned into a full-grown adult and disappeared.”

She hesitated, then looked up, face open and raw. “He doesn’t know I applied to med school. He thinks I’m just going to keep nursing, find a safe job, settle down. I haven’t had the guts to tell him I want more than that.”

I nodded, waiting. When she didn’t flinch, I let the silence give her room.

She went on, the words falling, gathering speed now. “I love taking care of people. I really do. But sometimes I worry that’s all anyone ever sees. The safe one. The girl you call when you need a band-aid or a favor. Never the one you…actually want.”

Her voice caught, just for a second, but she powered through. “I see the way Summer lights up a room, or the way Kylie just owns every inch of herself. Brooke’s a force of nature. You get in her orbit, you’re lucky to survive three sentences. Next to them, I feel like I’m just… background. Comfort food. Nothing dangerous.”

She traced the rim of her wineglass. “Safe is nice, I guess. It just doesn’t set the world on fire.”

The light caught the hollow of her throat, the slow pulse beating there. The vulnerability was so pure it made my own chest ache.

I found my voice. “You think safety’s a weakness? Emma, you hold this fucked-up family together with nothing but grace and grit. No one ever doubts you. They trust you with their wounds, their secrets. Even the wild ones come back to you every time.”

She shook her head, cheeks flushed from the wine and from the heat of being seen. “That’s not power. That’s just…what needs doing.”

I leaned in, dropping the mask. “Bullshit. You see needs before people even know they have them. You catch the fractures no one else is brave enough to address. That’s power, Em. It’s the glue, the gravity, the thing that keeps the rest of us from spinning off into the void.”

She stared at me, really stared, hands gone still.

“You’re the only reason half of them made it this far,” I pressed. “And don’t tell me I’m wrong. I’ve watched you drag Kylie back from the edge, keep Tessa sane, get Summer to eat. Even Brooke trusts you, and she doesn’t trust anybody.”

There was a shift then. The old uncertainty gone. Her spine straightened, her hands relaxed. She met my eyes, unblinking, and for a heartbeat, I saw it: the ambition, the hunger, the iron under all that nurturing.

She smiled, different this time. “You should run for motivational speaker, Cap. You’re dangerous with words when you want to be.”

“Only when it matters.”

She sipped her wine, gaze locked on mine. The air got dense, thick with unsaid want.

“I want you to know,” she said softly, “that you’re the first person in a long time who’s ever made me feel…possible. Not safe, not necessary. Just wanted. Needed.”

My pulse hammered. I reached for her hand, covered it with mine.

She held on, nails pressing into my palm.

From there, the conversation got hotter, deeper. Emma talked about her med school essays, how she’d written about moments on the ocean, the way she loved the hush after a crisis, the need to matter even when nobody was watching.

I told her about my own failures, how I’d never figured out how to ask for help, how I sometimes used work as a shield, how I envied the way she could just listen with her whole body, no judgment.

We talked until the food ran out and the candles guttered low.

She leaned in, elbow on the table, laughter looser now, arms uncrossed and expressive. She poked fun at my obsession with navigation, swapped stories about the dumb stuff her dad had done in his twenties, and even confessed her guilty pleasure: bad reality TV. Apparently, she once applied to be a contestant on The Bachelor, but chickened out at the last minute.

We laughed hard, the kind of giddy, private laughter that makes you forget you’re supposed to be guarded.

By the end of the meal, Emma’s confidence had gone full spectrum. She was radiant, magnetic, every gesture bold and alive.

She dragged her fingers up my wrist, her touch light, but loaded with meaning. “You have a terrible effect on me, you know? I start out all composed and two hours later, I’m telling you my darkest secrets.”

I grinned, squeezing her hand. “Maybe you’re just ready for something more.”

She didn’t look away. “I am.”

That was the last word we needed.

Outside, the rain started, soft at first, then wild, drumming the windows, the old stone streets turning slick as obsidian.

Emma didn’t flinch at the thunder. She just watched my face, wanting, daring.

I threw a few bills on the table and stood. She followed, no hesitation, her hand finding mine immediately.

As we stepped out into the wet, laughing under the eaves, it was obvious: the Emma who walked into that restaurant was gone.

The one beside me? She was on fire and didn’t care who saw.

***

The rain was biblical. We barely made it two blocks before it came down in sheets, flattening every plan that didn’t involve shelter and skin.

We ducked into the first neon-lit hotel on the quay, a family operation, no frills, but the clerk barely blinked at our soaked clothes and easy laughter. He handed off a key, mumbled something about “best view of the storm,” and sent us up two flights on a winding staircase that reeked of bleach and wet plaster.

The room? Simple. Clean. A queen bed with starched sheets, a faded print on one wall, and a window big enough to frame the street below, cobblestones slick with water, distant lamps gone blurry under the downpour. You could still hear the marina, muffled by the glass, the hum of rigging and thunder echoing off the volcanic ridges in the distance. Every so often, lightning lit up the buildings, stark and white against the black.

I shut the door behind us, heart hammering. Emma hovered in the middle of the room, hair plastered damp to her cheeks, eyes wild and more alive than I’d ever seen her.

For a split second, we stood in that delicious, breathless silence, the kind you only get when nobody is watching and nothing is expected of you.

She bridged the gap first. Not with words, but with touch. Her fingers trailed up my jaw, warm and trembling, her thumb stroking the day-old stubble like she was memorizing the shape of me.

“I’ve watched you with everyone,” she whispered, her pulse thundering in the little hollow above her clavicle. “I know exactly what I want, Cole. Don’t make me ask twice.”

Every trace of hesitation was gone. There was no performance, no careful script, nothing held back. Just hunger, real and raw, and a woman who’d decided, finally, she was allowed to take.

She kissed me. Not tentative or sweet, but with a slow, annihilating certainty. Her mouth slanted over mine, tongue slick and confident, hands mapping my ribs, then sliding south to grip my belt. Within seconds, she had my shirt peeled open, fingertips grazing scars and old bruises as if they were love notes left just for her.

She made quick work of the rest. Pants off, boxers gone, my cock standing at perfect attention and already dripping with want.

Her gaze lingered, a flash of delight, a hint of pride in the way she’d made me so hard so fast.

She reached for my shaft, wrapping her hand around it, slow and possessive. She stroked me, dragging her thumb over the tip, collecting pre-cum and spreading it in lazy circles while she stared up with those burning hazel eyes.

“God, you’re gorgeous,” she breathed, voice low and shivery.

I caught her wrists, twisted them behind her back, and walked her gently to the edge of the bed.

The air was thick with ozone and the scent of rain. Her shirt clinging to her skin, her shorts nearly see-through from the storm. I made a meal of undressing her, taking my time, kissing along her jaw and down to the pulse at her throat. She gasped, arching into my mouth, hands locked behind her.

I unknotted the tee, peeled it off, and let her hair tumble down. Next, I stripped the tiny bra, barely more than a whisper of lace, freeing her breasts.

They were perfect. Full, high, and tipped with dusky rose nipples already cinched tight by arousal. I cupped them, squeezed, and lowered my mouth to her left nipple, sucking slow, letting my tongue draw lazy circles while she whined and shoved her chest harder into my face.

Her hands finally broke free and tangled in my hair, pulling me closer, demanding more. “Don’t stop,” she groaned, half-laughing, half-wild.

Her shorts came off next. She’d skipped underwear, which was so Emma I almost lost it right there. Her thighs were gold and smooth, legs trembling as she kicked free of the fabric.

I ran my hands up those perfect legs, finally parting them, and found her pussy already soaked, lips plump and glistening, the scent pure and sweet as summer fruit.

I knelt at the foot of the bed, dragging her slowly to the edge, spreading her thighs apart with my palms. The rain battered the window in time with her heartbeat.

I looked up, caught her watching me. “You want this?”

She nodded, voice broken. “I want everything.”

That was my green light.

I licked her, long, slow, deliberate. From the base of her slit to the hard nub of her clit. She flinched, then bucked, thighs clamping my head in a vice.

I buried my face in her, eating her like a man starved. My tongue traced every fold, every shiver. I sucked her clit, then flicked it with the tip of my tongue, letting the sensation build in slow, patient waves.

She went wild, hands clawing at the sheets, hips rolling hard against my mouth. Every moan shot straight to my cock, driving me damn near insane.

I slipped a finger inside her, curling it forward and finding the soft, spongy spot that made her jerk and scream. She was tight, fuck, so tight and hot and already fluttering like she was on the verge of coming apart.

I added a second finger, mouth still feasting on her clit. Emma arched her back, head thrown against the pillow, breasts heaving with every jagged breath.

Within seconds, she detonated. The orgasm ripped through her, sharp and helpless. Her cunt clamped down on my fingers, soaking them. She shouted my name, gasping, convulsing so hard the headboard thumped the wall.

I didn’t stop. I kept licking, kept working her through every aftershock, until she was begging me, “Cole, please, too much, please, I can’t—” and yet she kept grinding her pussy into my face, desperate for every last lick.

When she finally sagged, limp and trembling, I crawled up and kissed her, letting her taste herself on my lips.

She smiled, loopy and dazed, and pulled me in close. “You’re unreal,” she whispered. “I’ve never—God, I’ve never felt anything that strong.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet.”

Her hands found my cock, guiding it to her entrance. I lined up and pushed the tip in, just breaching her tight, wet heat.

She didn’t want slow now. She wrapped her legs around my hips and yanked me into her, taking every inch in one savage, perfect thrust.

The sensation damn near blinded me. Her pussy gripped my cock, squeezing, pulling, slick and greedy.

I started to fuck her for real, deep and steady at first, letting the feeling of her, tight, burning, impossibly wet, strip away every last pretense of control. The rain hammered the glass, thunder rolling over us in waves, but nothing drowned out the slap of skin on skin or the ragged sounds Emma made for me. She matched every thrust, her hips rolling up to take me deeper, her nails raking my back, mouth open in a litany of gasps and half-screamed curses.

“Jesus, Cole, don’t stop, don’t you dare stop,” she said, legs scissoring tight around my waist, heels digging into my ass.

I didn’t. I pinned her wrists above her head and drove in, hard enough to make the bed creak, the headboard crack against the wall again. Her eyes rolled back, hair stuck to her cheeks in damp, gold tangles, sweat pooling between her breasts. She was wild, completely different from the sweet caretaker who bandaged rope burns and doled out Tylenol back on the boat. Here, she was pure, wordless need, eyes locked on mine like I was air and she was drowning.

She squeezed her thighs around me and flipped, twisting us in one fluid, practiced motion until I landed flat on my back. She straddled me, not shy about it, grabbing my cock and lining it up, then sinking down to the hilt with a shuddering moan. She rode me like she’d been born for it, tits bouncing, hands braced on my chest for leverage as she ground her hips in tight, hungry circles.

I couldn’t take my eyes off her. There was something in the way she moved, total self-possession, a confidence lit from inside, that made me want to give her everything. I reached up and cupped her breasts, rolling her nipples between my fingers, watching her shiver. Her eyes fluttered shut, but I grabbed her chin and made her look at me. “Stay with me, Em,” I said, voice barely a whisper.

She bit her lip, smiled, a flash of mischief and heat that nearly undid me. “I’m right here. You feel so good. I’ve dreamed about this. Fuck, I’ve dreamed about you since Miami.”

I almost laughed, but then she upped the pace, bouncing hard enough to slap her ass against my thighs. I grabbed her hips and met her, thrust for thrust, until the bed threatened to splinter beneath us.

She was close already. I could feel it in the way her pussy started to spasm around my cock, the way her breath hitched, her back arching until her nipples hovered right above my face. I sucked one into my mouth, licking and biting until she screamed.

The first orgasm hit her so hard she nearly blacked out. She clawed at my chest, riding it out in shattering pulses, sobbing out my name. I kept moving, kept fucking her through it, until she collapsed against me, shaking.

But she didn’t tap out. She kissed me, long and deep, greedy for more, then rolled off and pushed me onto my knees at the foot of the bed. She bent over, presenting herself, ass high and thighs parted. “Come on, Captain. I want it all.”

I lost my mind a little. I slapped her ass, watched it jiggle, then lined up and drove in from behind, burying myself to the root. She pushed back, meeting me, taking every inch in with a growl. I grabbed her hair, wrapped it around my fist, and used it for leverage as I pounded into her, the sound of it loud and obscene in the small room.

She took it all, no hesitation. She wanted to be fucked raw, to be owned for once, to forget the world and just feel.

I ran my hands up her back, fanned them over her shoulders, then down to her hips. I reached around and rubbed her clit, fast and rough, knowing it would tip her over again. She screamed into the pillow, voice ragged and urgent, a sound that made the air vibrate.

Her second orgasm was even bigger. She came with a violence that sent her limbs into spasm, her cunt clamping down on my cock so tight I almost lost it right then. She sobbed, a beautiful, broken sound, and I let her ride it out, slowing my pace but never stopping.

When she slumped facedown, gasping for breath, I wasn’t done. I hauled her up, turned her onto her side, and spooned in behind her, one hand sliding between her thighs, the other cradling her jaw, holding her tight. I slid my cock back inside, pumping slow, every motion driving us both closer to the edge.

Her pussy milked me, so tight and hot that every spasm threatened to break me. I held her close, kissing her neck, my hands roaming over her breasts and stomach, fucking her long and deep until she trembled and came again, so hard she sobbed, shaking under the pressure of it.

That did it for me. I slammed forward, burying every desperate inch inside her, and came so hard I thought I’d black out. My cock pulsed, spilling wave after punishing wave, deep in her clutching heat. With every spasm, I felt her body clamp and shudder around me, milking the last drop, like her cunt was determined to carve my name into her forever.

I twisted her onto her back and braced myself over her, palms planted on damp sheets, breath ragged and hot in her ear. I only realized I was groaning her name when she answered me, voice cracked and wild, “Yes—fuck, yes, Cole, give it to me, all of it, all of you.”

I didn’t stop thrusting, not right away. I wanted to feel every slick, twitching aftershock, to make her remember this exact moment every time she closed her eyes. My cum leaked out around my cock, mixing with her own mess, and the smell of it, wet skin, sex, the ozone of a summer storm, was so thick it felt like another body sharing the bed. She twisted beneath me, grinding her hips up to keep me inside, refusing to let me go before I’d emptied every last ounce into her.

A flash of lightning made a moving painting of the room: her legs wrapped tight around my waist, her knuckles white in the pillow, her hair splayed honey gold and wild across the mattress. For a second, I saw us from the outside, two animals, tangled, unstoppable, feeding on each other’s need until nothing was left.

I collapsed on top of her, both of us shaking, our bodies so perfectly fit together it felt evolutionary. She laughed, a wild, delirious sound, and rolled us sideways, still locked together, not minding the sweat or the mess.

“Jesus Christ, you weren’t kidding,” she gasped, running her hands through my hair, down my neck, searching for something, maybe proof I was real. “You just… I mean, wow. You really—”

I kissed her, swallowing the rest of her words. She tasted salty, electric, alive.

“Fuck, Emma,” I breathed, “if you only knew what you do to me.”

She arched a brow, still hungry. “Show me, then.”

I was already hardening again, cock still buried in her, and she squeezed down around me, rolling her hips like she’d found a second wind. For a second, I wondered if I could actually survive the night, or if she’d drain me dry, but the look in her eyes said she was determined to find out.

I pulled out, only long enough to flip her on top of me. She straddled my hips, lowering herself down until I was inside her again, wet and ready and so fucking tight I could’ve lost it right there. She rode me hard, hair plastered to her face, eyes blazing, hands braced on my chest. The bedframe knocked the wall in time with her movements, thunder and sex echoing off the cracked plaster.

The rain outside reached a fever pitch, the street below a river of light and noise. Every time the rain hammered the window, it felt like a new beginning.

She slowed, rolling circles with her hips, locking me deep inside her, her hair wild around her face, grinding her clit against my pelvis, her hands splayed against my chest. When she got close, she leaned down, kissed me hard, and whispered, “I want you to come inside me again and again and again.”

It was too much, her words and warm breath igniting a storm inside me. I let go, let the heat build to a brutal, dizzy climax, pulled her down and grunted, filling her until it leaked down her thighs, until neither of us could tell where one ended and the other began.

We lay there in the aftermath, bodies tangled, sweat cooling, the sheets twisted and soaked beneath us.

For a long time, we didn’t talk. We just breathed, letting the world shrink to nothing but heartbeats and rain.

Eventually, Emma rolled onto her back, dragging the edge of the sheet up to her chin. Her hair was a disaster, her skin flushed, and she looked more beautiful than ever.

She spoke soft, almost afraid. “You really want me. Even with everyone else?”

I turned, propped myself up, and brushed her hair off her cheek.

Emma Carter wasn’t the type to fall into bed with someone she barely knew. She wasn’t a one-night-stand kind of girl. No, Emma was marriage material through and through, the sort you took home to your parents and never once doubted. Yet here she was, tangled up with me in a mess of sheets, gold hair fanned out on the pillow in a halo that made her look like some vision of untouchable beauty, the girl next door transformed, as if she’d leapt straight from a seductive magazine spread into my arms. And God, it made my head spin. I couldn’t get enough of her. Even if we fucked a hundred times, a thousand times, it wouldn’t be enough. It would never be enough.

“Emma, you see everyone so fucking clearly. Has it occurred to you that you’re the only one who truly sees me? You have no idea how much I want you. No, how much I need you.”

She blinked, stunned. The words hit somewhere deep.

Tears welled in her eyes, good tears, the kind that clear everything out. She laughed, swiped at her cheeks, and pulled me in for the slowest, laziest, most perfect kiss of all.

She let herself collapse into my arms, head tucked under my chin, legs still tangled in mine.

“I’m still scared,” she whispered. “I don’t want to be just the girl who makes life easy.”

“You’re not,” I said, voice absolute. “You’re the only one strong enough to love every part of this mess. That’s the power. You see a girl who’s safe and predictable. I see a woman who lights my insides on fire.”

Outside, the rain went on and on. The city fell away. The only thing left was us and the secrets we’d let each other see.

She curled up against me, completely at ease, her naked body pressed against mine and drifted off to sleep, breath steady, pulse slow.

I lay awake, with an arm around Emma, watching the ceiling, knowing, somehow, that this woman was the secret glue I’d been missing. She understood the harem, the push and pull, the tides of want and need. I loved her. It was that simple.

And maybe, just maybe, she was the only one who could keep the family from breaking apart.

I held her tighter, silent vow echoing in the hush.

Let the storms come. I finally had an answer for them.

***

The streets were still slick from last night’s rain when we strolled down the quay, hand-in-hand, Emma’s smile brighter than the rising sun.

The Azorean morning didn’t do gentle. Every surface radiated fresh-washed light, white plaster walls, black basalt trim, the endless blue of ocean and sky blurring the horizon. The ring of volcanic cliffs cut sharp into the day, shadows spilling toward the marina in layered indigos and deep green. Even the air buzzed, sharp with ozone, sea salt, and the tang of strong espresso wafting from a bakery somewhere up the hill.

The closer we got to True North, the more I felt it. The eyes.

Evan was first. He’d been lurking on the foredeck, camera already rolling, ready to snare any hint of drama for the show’s morning feed. When he caught sight of us, me in last night’s shirt, Emma in a new sundress we’d picked out for her that morning, hair windblown but face absolutely glowing, he lifted the camera and focused in. Not on me. On her.

Emma didn’t flinch. She greeted him with a dazzling, easy smile, then turned and kissed me full on the mouth, right there on the dock, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

She held the kiss, a lot longer than necessary, our tongues mingling, just to prove the old rules no longer applied. Then she laced her fingers with mine and led me up the gangway without a backward glance.

If this had been a movie, they would’ve cut to slow-motion.

The yacht rocked gently at its mooring, hull gleaming, deck still wet in the shadow of the cliffs. On the upper deck, Tessa perched on the sun pad, notebook already open, pen tapping her lips. She watched us, every step, every touch, every stolen glance, her writer’s mind cataloguing every shift in the air.

She saw it instantly. Not just the glow on Emma’s skin or the love bites on my collarbone. But the new confidence, the way Emma walked tall, chin up, eyes daring anybody to question her right to be here.

Tessa smiled, small but proud, and wrote something down. I had a feeling it was going to be a hell of a chapter.

At the stern rail, Lila hovered, hair skipping in the breeze. She stared at Emma with a cocktail of awe and envy, blue eyes wide, lips parted. She’d expected Emma to come back the same as always, caretaker, background, safe bet. Instead, she was faced with a woman who owned her place and wasn’t afraid to show it.

Between frames, Lila caught my eye, searching for answers. I gave her a small nod, it’s real, it’s permanent, get used to it, and she blushed, cheeks going rose against her tan. She didn’t look away. If anything, the hunger sharpened.

Below, in the galley, Nathan was already making trouble.

“She’s the boring one,” he said, voice sharp, hissing to nobody in particular. “Always hovering. No bite, just soft edges.”

He didn’t realize Brooke was at the counter, prepping coffee like she was loading a pistol.

Brooke didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t even look at him. She just flatlined: “You have no idea what any of us are capable of.”

Nathan flinched, just slightly, and disappeared into the passageway, ego deflated and mission aborted.

Brooke poured herself a cup, stepped into the salon, and watched Emma greet the other girls like nothing unusual had happened. But there was a flicker of respect in her usually icy eyes, the recognition of a worthy rival, or maybe just the satisfaction of seeing the game played at the highest level.

Emma made the circuit. She brought Tessa her favorite tea, set out fresh fruit for Summer and Kylie, prepped the espresso pot just how Lila liked it. The old Emma would have done this quietly, almost apologetically, fading into the background after a job well done.

Not today.

Now, every move was deliberate. Every touch, every hand on my shoulder or squeeze of my wrist, was loaded with intention. She lingered when she handed me my coffee, fingers brushing my knuckles, eyes holding mine until the moment sizzled.

When Kylie breezed through, braless, sun-bleached, grinning like a thief, she didn’t hesitate. She slapped Emma with a high-five that echoed, and then hugged her, fast and hard.

“Fuck yes, Em,” Kylie said, loud enough for the whole marina to hear. “About damn time.”

Summer prowled in next, sundress painted to her skin, eyes darker and deeper than the ocean behind her. She took one look at the way Emma leaned into me, bodies close, hands entwined, the sort of PDA that would’ve made yesterday’s Emma faint, and gave her a lazy, wicked wink.

“Love to see it, babe,” Summer purred. “You wear that afterglow like royalty.”

Emma blushed, but didn’t retreat. She kissed me slow, wet, and meant for an audience, then caught Summer’s hand and squeezed it, a silent thank you.

Everywhere she moved, the rest of the women read the energy shift and recalibrated. Tessa leaned forward, eyes wide, soaking up every new detail. Lila hovered at the edge, watching Emma with open longing, as if trying to decode the secret formula. Brooke, from her perch in the corner, offered a curt but genuine nod, acknowledgement, respect, maybe even approval.

Even the yacht itself seemed to vibe differently. The light through the windows was brighter, the motion of the hull steadier, the air clearer and sweeter than it had been in weeks. The island’s cliffs, dark and dramatic, framed the whole tableau like nature’s own endorsement.

The rest of the day passed in a blur of small moments, each one proof of how much had changed.

Emma went right back to her role, checking supplies, negotiating with delivery guys, scheduling shore runs. But now, every glance, every touch, every pause said something new. When she passed me in the companionway, she ran her palm across my chest and kissed my jaw. When I slid in next to her at the table, her hand found my thigh and stayed there. She wasn’t marking territory. She was just claiming her truth, out loud, without apology.

And the others? They cheered her on.

Kylie egged her into drinking shots of espresso on the aft deck. Summer dared her to out-dance her during a lunch playlist. Even Brooke pitched in, quietly deflecting Nathan with a look when he tried to start more drama.

For the first time, Emma wove through the chaos and didn’t just keep the peace, she set the tone.

By late afternoon, the cliffs were wreathed in haze, and the yacht floated in a honeyed light that made everyone look golden, lit from within. Emma found me by the rail, pressed her body against mine, and whispered, “I never thought I could feel this.” She kissed me again, and this time, I kissed her back like it was a vow.

Tessa jotted it all down in her journal, a private smile on her lips.

Lila? She smiled too, but with a new edge, like she was plotting her next move.

The harem had evolved, and everyone felt it.

Emma Carter was the glue now, the one who saw, the one who chose, the one who didn’t need armor to be strong.

And True North? It was home.

Let the next storm come. This family was built to ride them out.


Chapter eight
Little Star


We’d landed in Portugal right on time, but nothing warned us of the coming chaos. It wasn’t wind or rain that slammed into us, it was the crowd pulsing on the dock, a sudden storm of bodies packed tight by the water. The Portuguese sun barely grazed the horizon, sleepy, indifferent, yet the marina teemed: heat rising, voices crashing and rolling like breakers. Every step forward, the press of people caught us, the dock alive with movement, a boiling slick of anticipation, no room to breathe. We were ready for the sea, but not this: the human surge, the charged air, the sense that some fuse had been lit long before we arrived.

We’d barely cut the engines before the first wave hit: a mob of people clustered along the dock, pressed in tight, shoving for a view like we were rockstars instead of a bunch of half-hungover misfits on a yacht. The air snapped with shouts and the electric pop-pop-pop of camera shutters; you could taste the salt and dried fish on the wind, with a side order of hot pavement and espresso. The water in the harbor was choppy, bursting with little boats that rocked and bobbed, blue and yellow hulls gleaming under the early sun. Past them, the city reared up in layers, red tile roofs stacked over pastel-painted buildings, every window heavy with laundry and hand-painted signs.

But none of that held a candle to what waited on the dock.

“Oh my god,” Emma said, peeking over my shoulder. “Are those…?”

“Paparazzi,” I finished, already regretting every second of the streaming deal.

Kylie was first to register the full magnitude. She whistled, low and impressed, then elbowed Summer in the ribs. “It’s our own personal Met Gala, babe. Portugal edition.”

Summer didn’t flinch. She had one foot up on the deck rail, leaning out into the sun, hair wild and eyes full of mischief. “Looks like we broke the internet. Hope you packed your autograph wrist, Captain Daddy.”

I tried to play it cool, but the crowd was wild, mostly women, even at this hour, with a few bored-looking men trailing in their wake. Some held up printouts of our faces. Others clutched cell phones overhead, fighting for angles. And scattered through the crowd, lenses the size of small children poked out, snapping continuous-fire shots every time I so much as blinked.

“Isn’t this, um… kind of a security concern?” Lila whispered, eyes wide. She hovered in the shadow of the bimini, never looking me directly in the eye.

“Oh, relax,” Kylie said, already halfway into influencer mode. “We make the rules. Watch and learn.”

She and Summer hit the gangway first, strutting down in matching sun dresses that showed off just enough skin to make every camera flare. They posed at the end of the ramp, backs arched, hands on hips, grinning like villains in a Bond movie. The crowd ate it up.

Flashes strobed as they blew kisses, swapped arms for shoulders, and pulled the nearest old lady into their selfie pose. Within seconds, the front row swelled, girls in cutoffs, midlife tourists in sensible shoes, a couple dudes in yacht club polos acting like they’d stumbled onto a movie set. One woman, mid-thirties, leaned so far over the railing I thought she’d capsize.

“That’s him!” she screamed, pointing right at me. “That’s Captain Cole! Get his photo! Get his—”

Behind me, Tessa flinched like a trapdoor spider. She shrunk back into herself, notebook clutched tight to her chest, eyes darting for an exit. Her pen scratched rapid-fire, the tip barely keeping up with her thoughts. Every time a camera swung her way, she ducked, cheeks flaming.

Lila tried to shield Tessa, but it was like hiding a beach ball with a cocktail umbrella. The lens found them both anyway.

“Jesus,” I muttered, shouldering my way to the head of the gangway. “It’s a damn feeding frenzy.”

“Smile, Cap!” Kylie crowed, snapping a selfie with Summer and two random street models who’d materialized for the shot. “You’re trending on three continents. Show some love.”

I gritted my teeth and waded in.

The second I stepped off the boat, the mob surged. Hands reached out, some for a handshake, some just to see if I was real. I plastered on my best I’m-having-fun-here smile, but my heart was pounding like a generator.

Summer held the line with the ferocity of a born ringmaster. Every time a camera pointed at her, she turned it into a show: wink here, hip pop there, a trademark Summer laugh that could melt steel. She directed traffic with the grace of a supermodel and the punch of a nightclub bouncer.

But Kylie outdid her. She staged an impromptu Q&A, fielding questions about the show, the crew, even my “turn-ons” (her reply: “He likes his girls wild and his nights wilder”), tossing zingers left and right as she corralled the crowd’s energy into something halfway organized.

Then the first wave of “fans” broke through.

Three women, mid-twenties, spray tans, lips too glossy to be legal, elbowed their way to the front. They’d coordinated outfits; white jeans, gold hoops, cleavage like they were auditioning for the Real Housewives of Lisbon. All three locked onto me like heat-seeking missiles.

“Oh, you’re even hotter in real life,” the tallest purred, sliding an arm around my waist. “Can we get a picture? Or maybe something better?”

Her friend licked her lips, eyes never leaving my chest. “Do you ever take private charters, Captain? We’d pay extra for one-on-one time.”

It was obvious what they were after. The look in their eyes wasn’t fandom, it was pure, unfiltered hunger.

Summer didn’t miss a beat. She wedged herself in, looping her arm through mine with a grip that could break bones. She squeezed my bicep, planting a kiss on my cheek for the cameras.

“Sorry, ladies,” she said, smiling with all her teeth. “His dance card is full. Maybe try the next slip over?”

The tallest blinked, thrown off by Summer’s sweetness. “Are you sure? We can share.”

Kylie dove in, cackling. “He loves a harem, but only the one that came pre-approved. You’ll have to get past the application process, and darling, the interviews are brutal.”

That earned a roar of laughter from the crowd. The trio tried to protest, but Summer and Kylie tag-teamed them with banter until they wilted, slinking away to the back row.

Meanwhile, the rest of the girls emerged from the shade, and the scene doubled in madness.

Emma strode down the ramp with her “don’t mess with me” smile, honey hair caught up in a windblown bun, arms full of groceries like nothing would disrupt her routines. She politely shook hands, fielded questions about “harem management,” then posed for a couple of head shots, straightening her shoulders and radiating competence. But when anyone tried to make it more intimate, she ducked, offering a gentle “that’s enough, let’s keep moving.”

Brooke? She handled the crowd like a podium session in law school. Breezed through the masses, icy blue eyes scanning for threats, correcting every misquote or off-color question with the flick of an arched eyebrow. She was statuesque, magnetic, but cold as glass. Nobody dared lay a finger on her.

Lila looked ready to faint, but the second a camera caught her, she squared up, pasted on a shy smile, and let herself be led into a flurry of group shots with the equally nervous younger fans. In every picture, she clung to the hem of her skirt or twisted her hair, but never broke. If anything, her awkwardness just made them want her more.

But it was Tessa who drew my eye. She never left the midships shadow, notebook jammed to her chest, pen scrawling in a panic. The press ignored her at first, but by the fourth or fifth shot, a couple of the more predatory photographers zeroed in.

“There’s the quiet one,” a guy barked, shoving his lens within feet of her face. “Tessa, over here! Tell us, will you write a book about the show?”

Flashes went off, two at a time. Tessa recoiled, but the guy kept firing.

“Give us a quote! Who’s your favorite in the harem? Is the Captain as good as they say in bed?”

You could practically see her freeze, every system melting down.

That was my cue.

I broke from the melee and put myself squarely between her and the nearest camera. Not gentle, not apologetic, a wall of Captain, just for her.

“Give her space,” I said, low and direct. “She’s not here for your circus.”

The guy tried to protest, but I glared him into retreat. Behind me, Tessa exhaled, trembling.

I leaned in, pitched my voice just for her. “You okay?”

She nodded once, but her eyes were wide and glassy. Her fingers whitened on the notebook. “I’m fine. It’s just…a lot.”

“Stick close,” I said, shielding her as we zigzagged toward the safety of the shore office. Every few feet, I checked over my shoulder. Every time, she was right there, trying to shrink into invisibility. I made damn sure she’d never have to worry about it.

Together, we navigated the gauntlet.

Along the dock, the chaos never let up. Women tossing bras onto the deck (yes, really), little kids waving foam fingers with my face on them, a group of college students chanting “Cole! Cole! Cole!” like I was a minor deity. The further we pressed, the more surreal it became, Portuguese TV crews, local reporters, even a dude selling knockoff Harem on the Horizon t-shirts out of a battered suitcase.

There was almost a rhythm to it, a choreography of madness. Summer and Kylie worked the crowd with dazzling energy, taking selfies, blowing kisses, dropping lines that would’ve made a bachelor party blush. Brooke and Emma followed, measured and poised, containing the flashpoints with practiced skill. Lila floated at the edge, her beauty so striking it stunned the crowd into silence, even if she never spoke above a whisper.

And Tessa? She clung to me, letting her pen do the talking. Every other breath, I heard her notebook hiss with new lines of ink. She kept her head down, but I saw her eyes absorbing it all, cataloging every absurd, awkward, sometimes brutal detail. She was nervous as hell, but she didn’t miss a thing.

The scent of sardines grilling on a dockside fire tangled with the perfume of tropical flowers hanging from the overhead wires. Every boat at the marina seemed to chime in, hulls creaking and lines snapping, a low symphony under the shouts and laughter. Past the crowds, the city shimmered: laundry lines dancing above the alleys, sunlight flashing off tile murals, a thousand years of history watching us get steamrolled by twenty-first century fame.

We finally made the slip, ducking under the awning of the harbor master’s office. For a heartbeat, the world went still.

Tessa hunched in the shadow, clutching the notebook like a rosary. I slid in close, giving her cover. Her breath was ragged. Sweat beaded her brow, but her pen didn’t stop. Not even for a second.

“You did good out there,” I said, voice low.

She managed a smile, shaky but real. “I thought you’d be embarrassed. The way I froze.”

I shook my head, dead serious. “You wrote through an ambush. That’s more than most can say.”

That surprised a laugh out of her, real, warm, and perfect. “It’s all material, I guess.”

“Always is,” I replied, and for a second, all the madness faded.

It didn’t last. The cameras found us, even here. But this time, I stood straight and blocked every shot that tried to land on her. If the press wanted a story, they’d have to come through me first.

The others slowly trickled in, ditching the mob for the hush of the inner marina.

Summer and Kylie bickered over who’d scored the best quote; Emma organized the luggage (as always), Brooke scanned social feeds to monitor the fallout, and Lila vanished somewhere inside. Even in the lull, the tail end of the circus chased us: press pounding on the window, fans shrieking outside, the yacht’s inbox pinging with interview requests.

We regrouped on the aft deck, the city glowing gold and blue behind us, the last trace of cameras flashing at the edge of vision.

For a moment, it was just us again, a family, battered and breathless, but together.

Summer collapsed onto the lounge, tossing her sandals skyward. “Can’t decide if I want a drink or a restraining order.”

Kylie flopped next to her, still high on adrenaline. “If fame pays in tequila shots, I’m cashing out right now.”

Brooke rolled her eyes, classic princess move, but there was a new edge to her voice. “Next time, we hire a publicist and a bouncer.”

Emma shot me a look as she poured iced teas for the girls. “You handled it well, Cap. Even if it was a total clusterfuck.”

I looked over at Tessa, who’d finally found her seat, knees curled up, notebook balanced on one thigh. She was still writing, even with the noise around her, but her shoulders had relaxed. The worst was over. For now.

Lila perched at the far rail, arms crossed, hair blowing wild. She didn’t say a word, but she watched the others, soaking up every micro-drama.

For half a heartbeat, the chaos felt distant. We’d survived the first test of fame. Hell, we might even have won.

But the game had changed. Big time.

The world wasn’t just watching anymore, they wanted inside.

And that, more than anything, was the new normal.

***

Later, as the afternoon heat settled, the crowd finally thinned, replaced by a parade of delivery vans and local fans who wanted a glimpse but not a brawl. Even the press mellowed, content to shoot us from a comfortable distance.

But the highlight reel belonged to the women.

Summer and Kylie reigned over the dock like royalty, signing hats, posing with toddlers, fielding questions about “secrets in the bedroom” without missing a beat. They spun every moment into legend, Summer declaring us “the best crew in yachting, and maybe on earth,” or Kylie dragging Lila into a group shot and making her laugh so hard she forgot she hated the spotlight.

Brooke and Emma set up logistics, prepping for the next leg while politely but firmly repelling any press that tried to get clever. Emma’s “no comment” was soft-spoken but final; Brooke’s was an icicle through butter.

And Tessa?

Tessa never stopped writing. Every moment, every question, every accidental touch or overheard confession wound up in her notebook. She filled three pages in an hour, the scrawl angled and urgent.

Once, I caught her at the edge of the deck, hunched over the rail, journal open, hand flying. The light made her hair burn like cinnamon, made the green in her eyes almost painful. For a second, I just stood and watched, unable to look away.

She didn’t see me. She didn’t see anyone. In that moment, she was completely, gloriously herself, a poet recording the world, even if it was clawing at her.

I stayed near, arms crossed, daring anyone to interrupt her zone.

When she finally looked up, there was pride in her face. She’d survived. She’d even thrived, in her own way.

I got it now. She didn’t need the spotlight.

She’d always been built for the shadows. She just knew how to make them shine.

***

As dusk painted the marina in warm gold, we retreated inside, the noise of the city fading to a low, promising hum. Outside, the last fans lingered. Inside, the world shrank to the slow sway of polished wood, the familiar creak of decks, the scent of salt and coffee.

The girls scattered to their corners: Summer and Kylie plotting the afterparty on the roof terrace, Emma and Brooke digging into the next navigational challenge in the salon, Lila quietly sliding away to the bow.

Tessa disappeared below deck, the motion so quick it was almost a magic trick.

I knew where she was going. And I knew I’d follow.

Not to shield her this time.

But because I wanted to see how she turned even chaos into art.

Because the more I watched, the more I realized: the quiet ones always ended up with the best stories.

And tonight, I needed to know what words she’d write about us next.

Lisbon was just the beginning.

***

I found her just where I’d guessed, tucked into the starboard corner of the ship’s library, lit by the honey glow of a brass lamp and a half-moon of late sunlight leaking through the hull window.

Tessa sat Indian-style in the leather armchair, notebook balanced on her knee, pen working at a speed I couldn’t comprehend. She didn’t hear me at first. The world could have been burning outside, but she was deep inside her words, every muscle tensed in focus, her lips moving as she transcribed the argument between head and heart.

The library was my favorite room, but I’d never seen it like this. Floor-to-ceiling shelves gleamed, filled with yacht logs, sea stories, and battered classics with gold-embossed spines. The table was crowded with a pyramid of Tessa’s journals, uncapped pens, a battered paperback or two, and a mug of tea gone cold. The whole space hummed with her presence, her perfume, her nervous sweat, the ozone-sharp flavor of creative panic.

She barely glanced up when I closed the door behind me. “One sec,” she mumbled, words clipped by urgency.

I lingered near the bookshelves, giving her space. The gentle sway of the boat creaked the floorboards and made the leather smell richer. Watching Tessa write was like watching a bomb tick down: every moment tighter, more inevitable, until she either exploded or became pure energy.

After a minute, her pen slowed. The attack ended, replaced by shaky exhale.

She blew a strand of hair from her eyes. “Sorry,” she said. “Lost in the undertow.”

I grinned. “Looked more like a hurricane.”

She nodded, lips quirking. “It’s what it feels like. I’m drowning in words. Everything is material now. Every glance, every headline, every time someone posts a meme about which girl is secretly plotting to murder the others.”

She snapped the notebook shut, gaze flicking up, suspicious but hungry. “Welcome to my TED Talk.”

I sat across from her, perching on the edge of the desk. “You could sell tickets. That crowd out there would be first in line.”

She snorted. “Funny, but terrifying. I used to write for myself. Then for you, a little. Now it’s like…everybody’s a witness. But nobody really sees.”

She hesitated, then slid the battered notebook across the table, open to a dog-eared page.

Her fingers left a smudge of blue ink at the margin. “You want to see what I spent the last two hours bleeding onto the page?”

I didn’t hesitate. I took the notebook, braced myself, and read.

Tessa’s essay didn’t pull punches. It started as an observation about the cameras, the way they turned every moment on deck into something performative, even the acts that should have been private, a kiss, a confession, the awkward collide of hands beneath the breakfast table.

Then the text twisted, sharper. She wrote about the difference between being watched and being known. About how the world’s hungry gaze sometimes made her want to vanish, but the right pair of eyes made her want to be seen, to be proof she really existed.

She didn’t name me, not directly, but it was clear who haunted her paragraphs. The way she cataloged every word I’d said, every look. The desire to peel away the masks and find something real beneath the harem pantomime. The way her writing let her touch me even when her body wouldn’t risk it.

One line caught me off guard:

"Is it more intimate to share a bed or to let someone read these words, unfiltered? What if every time he looks at me, he’s already read my secrets, but still wants them anyway?"

I set the notebook down, a little stunned.

Tessa watched, chin in her hands, waiting for judgment.

I stared right back. “You’re braver than half the world, you know that?”

She looked away, cheeks red. “Writing is the only bravery I know. Everything else is survival.”

There was an ache in her voice, the kind you couldn’t fake.

I sat forward, elbows on knees. “You want to get out of here? No cameras. No scorecards. Just us, for one night.”

She blinked, startled. “No film crew?”

“No witnesses except the ones we choose. You and me: Lisbon, unrehearsed. We’ll find something real in all this performance.”

She chewed on the proposal, considering. Her pen rolled between her fingers, restless.

Finally, she nodded. “I want that. I’m just not sure I know how.”

I steadied her with a look. “We’ll figure it out together. One page at a time.”

For a second, the tension broke. She laughed, a real sound, nerves and hope tangled tight.

Tessa packed her journals with military precision, stacking them in a line, capping pens, every motion full of determination. I watched the process, transfixed by the way her hands moved, quick, decisive, ink-stained and beautiful. She moved with an urgency that wasn’t about escape, but about preserving something precious.

I helped her close up the library. She turned once, glancing back at the shelves, as if saying goodbye to an old friend.

Together, we hit the companionway, the last ripple of boat motion bouncing through the soles of our feet. The city waited beyond the hatch, all potential and promise.

For the first time since the circus at the dock, I saw something fierce in Tessa’s eyes, not fear, not even curiosity. Hunger.

For something true.

We stepped out into the Lisbon night, ready to find out what it was.

We left the marina behind, ducking past the last of the straggling fans and the bored-looking security guard who waved us into Lisbon proper like we were VIPs at a club nobody else knew existed.

The air changed as soon as we hit street level. Gone was the sharp, industrial buzz of the port. Here, the city was pure sensation: crumbling tile and stucco painted every color you could imagine, alleys steep enough to test your quads, the constant, rolling hum of conversation and music leaking from a thousand open windows.

Alfama was built for secrets. The streets barely fit two people side-by-side. Overhead, wires and laundry lines laced the sky, carrying the sound of fado, sweet and mournful, like heartbreak spun into poetry. The scent of grilling sardines and spiced pork drifted from doorways. Even the shadows here seemed thicker, velvet-soft, full of stories waiting to be told.

Tessa walked at my side, head up, eyes wide. She kept her notebook stashed, for once, but you could see her brain firing in a dozen directions. Every so often, she’d point out a phrase painted on a tile, or trip on a stone step and laugh, her face lit up by honest delight.

“You could get lost here in thirty seconds,” she said, pausing to run her fingers along a wall painted with blue-and-white murals. “And nobody would ever think to look for you.”

“Is that a challenge?” I shot back.

She nudged me, just enough to let her shoulder brush mine. “You’d probably rescue me anyway. That’s your thing.”

I let the line hang, savoring the tiny point of contact.

It took less than ten minutes to ditch every trace of the outside world. Here, in this labyrinth, nobody recognized us. Nobody cared who we were.

We wound up at a restaurant I’d scouted years ago, a locals-only joint with no sign, just a chalkboard and the sound of a woman singing fado behind the walls.

Inside, the world shrank to candlelight and close air. The tables were old wood, scarred and soft at the edges from decades of elbows, with stubs of wax pooling in lazy rivers down the sides. Every so often, a gust of music would drift in from the back room, the fado singer’s voice threading through laughter and clinking glasses.

We got a table in the corner, barely big enough for our knees to fit, but somehow perfect. The waiter brought us vinho verde, cold, crisp, biting. Then he dropped a platter of bacalhau, the salt cod baked in cream and onions, and a mess of bread and olives to start.

Tessa waited until the plates were down, then reached out, her hand brushing mine as she refilled my glass. The contact sent a jolt through me, hot and immediate.

She must have felt it too, because she didn’t pull away. Instead, she cradled the wine bottle in her lap, eyes locked on me through the flicker of the candle.

“Do you ever wonder,” she said, voice just above a whisper, “if your whole life is turning into a script? Like, who you are outside of all the cameras and the expectations?”

I nodded, pouring a little more wine. “Every damn day. The trick, I think, is finding the moments where you get to decide what’s real.”

She bit her lip, considering. Candlelight made her freckles stand out, and every time she looked up, her green eyes seemed to go darker, almost black.

“I used to think writing was how I found connection,” she continued. “But sometimes it feels like every page just pushes people away. I observe. I record. But I never…” Her voice faltered. “I never figure out how to actually join in.”

She traced lazy circles in a puddle of wax, not meeting my gaze.

“I love my sister,” she said. “Honestly. She’s brilliant, terrifying, focused. Everyone notices her. Everyone orbits Brooke, like the rest of us are satellites. I thought if I worked hard enough at being different, softer, I’d matter in a different way. But I just got good at disappearing.”

Her cheeks pinked. She took a quick, nervous sip of wine.

“Most days, I don’t even mind. Observing is safe. Writing is safer. But when it matters, when I want—” She shook her head. “I freeze.”

The fado singer launched into a new number, a howl of love and loss that seemed to vibrate the wineglasses.

I let the silence spool out, letting her set the pace.

Finally, I offered my own card. “You know, being Captain Cole is its own trap. I spent half my life trying to be the guy who has it all together. But sometimes, I don’t know if I even remember who I was before all the expectations.”

She looked up at that, raw hope written all over her face.

“I thought you liked carrying the weight,” she said, voice soft.

I snorted. “I’m good at it. Doesn’t mean it’s not heavy.”

She laughed, the sound half-surprise, half-relief.

We dug into the food, letting each bite buy us a little space, a little clarity. Bacalhau was salty, bold, the kind of thing that made you thirsty for more. The vinho verde went down easy, knocking the edges off every nerve.

I told her about my first solo trip, how I’d gotten hopelessly lost off the coast of Cuba, wound up radioing for help in the middle of a storm. She told me about the time she submitted a poem to a fancy magazine under Brooke’s name, just to see what would happen.

(The magazine printed it. Of course.)

We traded stories until the food was gone and our knees brushed under the table, neither of us moving away. The candle melted shorter and shorter, dripping into the wood with every shared secret. The room felt suspended, fuzzy at the edges, like time had decided to take a smoke break.

At some point, I reached across the table, found her hand, and squeezed. Her palm was small, warm, but the grip was iron.

Tessa didn’t look away.

“I’ve wanted this,” she admitted, “for so long. Not the fantasy, not the show. Just… to have someone special see me. All the way through.”

I leaned in, close enough to smell the wine on her breath. “You’re the only person I know who can turn a question into a confession.”

She blushed again, but this time she didn’t shrink. “Is that a compliment?”

“It’s the highest one I know.”

For a long time, we just sat there, hands tangled, the music swelling and fading in the background. Every so often, the shadows from the next table would splash across her face, catching the glint in her eyes, the curve of her jaw. I memorized every piece of her.

Maybe she did the same.

When we finally paid, the waiter winked, tapping his own journal as a sign he knew exactly what kind of night we were having.

The door opened to the city, cool air, the tang of sea and stone.

I didn’t let go of her hand.

Tonight, I wasn’t just the captain.

I was the lucky bastard who got to chase the poet through the dark.

The final act? Still unwritten.

But I couldn’t wait to see what came next.

***

The city at midnight didn’t just glow, it burned.

We hiked through switchbacks of narrow alleys, Tessa leading the way this time, her grip on my hand never wavering. The music and laughter fell away, replaced by the hush of old stone stairways and the haunting echo of bells from half a dozen churches dotting the skyline.

Eventually, Alfama spat us out at a viewpoint, a mirador perched on a crumbling wall that overlooked everything. The city spread below, a hundred thousand windows flickering gold, red-tiled roofs stacked like a river delta, the dark gleam of the Tagus slicing toward the horizon. Even in the dark, the air tasted different up here, cooler, electric, laced with salt and the distant scent of oranges.

Tessa stopped at the edge, bracing her hands on the cold stone. She shivered, but it wasn’t from the wind.

I stepped up beside her, sliding an arm around her waist. She melted into me, finally, no hesitation.

For a moment, we just stood there, soaking it in. Something about the elevation, the silence, the stretch of city lights made it feel like we’d left the rest of the world behind.

Then Tessa dug in her bag and pulled out a small, battered journal. She held it out, not meeting my eye.

“Read this out loud. I can’t say it otherwise.”

My hands shook as I took the book from her.

The page was dated that afternoon.

It started as another essay about the show, how the cameras and the crowd made her want to vanish, how being the quiet one in a sea of stars was both gift and curse. But as the lines went on, the tone shifted. The words got rawer, hungrier, desperate for something she couldn’t name.

I read:

"I’ve spent years loving the idea of love, begging it to save me, even as I hid behind a wall of words. Tonight, I know the truth: I’m falling in love with a man, not a story. He is not perfect. He is not the fantasy. He’s better, because he’s real. He makes me feel possible. He lets me hope."

My voice went hoarse on that last line as my vision blurred.

Tessa stood motionless, head bowed, like she was bracing for bad news.

I closed the book, careful as a priest with a bible.

I turned her to face me. She didn’t resist.

“You know what gets me?” I said, my own voice lower than I expected. “You see me more clearly through your words than anyone ever has through touch. I mean that.”

She swallowed, hard. Her pulse stuttered at the hollow of her throat, a tiny flutter that called to every animal instinct I had.

I cupped her jaw, tracing my thumb along the curve of her cheek. “You’re my Little Star. Even when you’re scared, you shine so fucking bright.”

Her breath caught. Eyes glossy, wide, desperate.

“Cole,” she whispered, not trusting herself to say more.

I kissed her. Not in a rush, not to claim or impress, but because it was the only thing left to do.

Our lips met, soft, cautious, then gathering force as the meaning set in. Heat exploded between us, years of longing distilled into one perfect, unguarded moment.

She clung to my shirt, reluctant at first, then greedy, pulling me impossibly closer. Her body trembled all over, but her lips never left mine. It was a kiss that re-wrote the rules, deliberate, sacred, a signature on a contract neither of us wanted to break.

When we finally pulled apart, we were both shaking.

I rested my forehead against hers. “There’s no going back now.”

She smiled, tears glistening in her lashes. “I never wanted to.”

Below us, the city kept shining. Somewhere, a clock struck midnight, each toll a promise that nothing would ever be the same.

She pressed her face into my neck, breathing me in.

“I love you,” she whispered. “Not as a fantasy. As you.”

I held her tighter, sealing it home. “I love you too, Little Star.”

We stood there long enough for the city to fade from gold to blue. For once, neither of us felt like a shadow.

We were the light.

And the night, for once, belonged to us.

***

The corridor was dead quiet when we tiptoed below deck. Every gentle sway of the hull set the floor humming, the kind of hush that made every heartbeat and every half-stifled gasp sound like thunder. Tessa led the way, never letting go of my hand, her other clutching the battered journal I’d read on the mirador. She didn’t say a word as she opened the door to her cabin.

If my suite was a luxury hotel, Tessa’s room was a safehouse for the soul.

Books stacked everywhere, on the windowsill, the dresser, even along the edge of the bed. Photos taped to the wall. Three different mugs crowded the tiny shelf above the headboard, each one bristling with pens. Her notebook mountain dominated the desk, every one filled with secret history. The scent was different, berry shampoo, printer ink, a faintly floral lotion that clung to the sheets. There was only a sliver of moonlight through the porthole, blue-white and ghostly over the chaos of her side table.

I shut the door and locked it.

Tessa moved to the foot of her bed and just… waited. Arms at her sides, green eyes burning, lower lip trembling as she tried to stand still. She looked so fucking beautiful, so small, so fragile, but so ready to finally let someone all the way in.

I crossed the room in two steps, cupped her face, and kissed her deep.

She moaned, going liquid under my hands. Her arms wound around my neck, greedy now, nails digging in as she pressed her body flush to mine. She was still half-dressed, tiny skirt, ribbed tank, nothing else, but the heat of her was impossible to ignore.

I broke the kiss, brushing my thumb along her jawline.

“You sure about this, Little Star?”

She nodded, dazed. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

I grinned, and that was the last word either of us needed.

With a kind of reverence, a hush of want, I steered her to the edge of the bunk, lowering her gently until she perched there, every inch a vision. She was a redheaded pinup dream, more vivid in the flesh than any fantasy I’d ever nursed. My eyes ate her up, hungry, my pulse hammering so loud it drowned out all thought. My cock throbbed in my pants, stiff and leaking pre-cum; I was a faucet left on, desperate to burst.

She honestly had no clue how gorgeous she was. The way men looked at her, I saw it every time. They wanted just a taste, a flicker of attention, and I could see the hunger scraping behind their glances. Evan, especially. He stared at her with that wounded, desperate longing, so deep in the friend-zone he practically wore it like a collar. Poor guy.

Tessa’s honey-red hair spilled in loose waves over her shoulders, that endless tumble catching the late afternoon light. Her legs stretched out forever, tanned and sculpted, like somebody had photoshopped pin-up art into reality and then she’d walked straight out of the poster and into this room. I wanted her. This innocent, wickedly hot beauty, this effortless contradiction, I needed her in a way that made the rest of the world fade out, hunger sharpening into something I’d never felt before.

I peeled her tank off in one slow, upward roll never taking my eyes off hers. Tessa raised her arms over her head, and the fabric barely resisted. When it cleared her breasts, I almost lost it.

She was perfect. Large, round, gravity-defying, actually, standing there, her tits jutted out like they were built to be stared at. The skin was pale, striated with a razor-sharp white bikini line, her nipples a delicate rose, stiff with anticipation.

I growled, low and involuntary, and cupped them both in my hands. They filled my palms, heavy and springy, the kind of tits you wanted to lose yourself in for hours. I squeezed, feeling her shiver as my thumbs traced lazy circles around her areolas.

She whimpered, already breathless, her back arching to offer more.

“God, you’re gorgeous,” I said, and I meant every syllable.

Tessa blushed so hard it set off a rash of goosebumps across her chest. But she didn’t hide; she thrust her breasts upward, as if daring me to worship her.

I took the dare.

I kissed the top of one breast, then the other, then dragged my tongue along the edge of her tan line, tracing it like I was remapping the world. She sucked in a breath and braced her hands on my shoulders, nails digging through the fabric.

I squeezed her left nipple and sucked the right between my lips, flicking at it until she bucked against me, a gasp bursting from her lips.

“Oh, Cole-right there—”

I grinned, then doubled down, sucking harder until her tits jiggled with every motion, rippling, alive, addictively real. I switched to the other side and made a meal of it, biting, licking, memorizing every shake and every soft, urgent noise she made.

When I came up for air, both nipples were swollen, slick from my mouth, her chest heaving like she’d run a marathon.

I worked lower, kissing down the trembling plane of her stomach, following the line of her abs all the way to the waistband of her skirt. Her whole body shook; she was so ready, yet so scared and so brave.

I knelt, then slowly, reverently, peeled her skirt down, Tessa lifting her hips off the bed so I could slide her skirt off.

She’d gone commando. Her pussy was tight, pink, and already glistening; the lips were perfectly trimmed, just a hint of auburn stubble above her slit. The bikini tan line split her pelvis in two, a sharp, perfect border between gold and white that made her look both innocent and wicked.

I hooked her thighs over my shoulders and pulled her to the edge of the bed, spreading her open with both hands.

Tessa’s breath stuttered. “Is it always—this fast?”

“With you, yes. You’re fucking irresistible.”

I dove in, licking a slow, deliberate line from her entrance to her clit.

She yelped, no, she sang, a sound of wild relief and hunger. I locked my arms around her thighs and went to work, alternating between gentle flicks and deep pressure, sometimes circling the hood, sometimes just lapping at her wetness with abandon.

She started to unravel almost instantly. She gasped for air, grabbing at my hair, her pussy getting wetter and slicker with every pass of my tongue. Her legs shook, wrapped tight around my neck; her ass actually levitated off the comforter.

I found her clit, swollen and twitching, and sucked it hard between my lips, just once, just right.

That was all it took.

She came hard, almost violently, her entire body clamping down around my head. Her pussy spasmed and sprayed, coating my chin and tongue in the taste of pure, dizzying pleasure. Tessa screamed, back arched, her breasts quaking with each aftershock.

I didn’t stop, kept lapping her up, savoring every drop, until she collapsed on the bed, breathless, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes.

“Baby, you okay?” I asked, climbing up next to her.

She nodded, dazed, giggling through the tears. “I thought orgasms like that were made up.”

“Not with me,” I said, cocky as hell.

She kissed me, tasting herself on my lips. Her body was still shuddering with aftershocks, tits bouncing with every little giggle, nipples still so stiff they begged for more.

This time, she took charge.

She shoved me back onto the mattress and peeled my shirt off in record time. Her hands shook, but she didn’t hesitate; she wanted my skin, wanted to see what she’d done to me. When she pulled down my shorts, my cock sprang free, harder than it had been in years, veins bulging, tip glistening with pre-cum.

Her eyes widened at the sight of me, and she bit her lower lip. "God, I forgot how big you are," she whispered, fingers hovering tentatively. "It hurt last time, but after that it felt so good."

She traced a vein with her fingertip, then kissed my tip almost reverently.

I brushed her hair back from her flushed face. "We know it fits, baby. And this time will feel a million times better. I promise."

She licked her lips, face flushed, and wrapped her small hand around my cock, squeezing at the base just as I liked. She jerked me off, slow and careful, her thumb swirling the tip. Then, following some unspoken dare, she ducked her head and kissed the head of my cock once again, soft, reverent, as if she was afraid to break it.

She licked a bead of pre-cum, then slid her mouth over the head, just a little, just enough to make my hips jerk.

She looked up, shy as hell. “Like this?”

“Perfect,” I whispered, because she was.

She got braver. She opened her lips and took the tip deeper, then bobbed her head, drawing more of me into her mouth with every go. Her hand pumped the shaft while her tongue explored every ridge, every vein. She gagged, but didn’t quit. She just gripped my cock harder and tried again, determination written all over her face.

I watched her, spellbound. Her wild hair framed her cheeks; her tears glimmered as her throat worked to take as much as she could.

“God, Tessa. You’re gorgeous like this. You have no idea.”

She smiled around my cock and took me deeper still.

Within minutes, I was on edge, balls tight, every muscle straining not to explode too early.

She must have sensed it, because she planted both hands on my thighs, bobbing faster, then locked her lips tight around the head.

I couldn’t take it. My cock jerked, and I spilled into her mouth, one, two, three savage pulses, hotter and wilder than anything I’d felt since my first time with Summer.

She coughed, a little, but didn’t spit. She swallowed, then wiped her lips with the back of her hand.

She crawled up to lay beside me, eyes glazed, drunk on pride and lust.

“Did I do okay?”

I kissed her hard. “You did more than okay. I’m not sure I can walk.”

“Good,” she said, stretching like a cat.

But we weren’t done, not by a long shot. And with a beautiful woman like Tessa Hollis pressed up against me, my refractory period was not existent.

When she shifted, her pussy glistened, pink and still flexing with residual need.

I rolled her on top of me, letting her straddle my hips.

Tessa leaned in, pressing herself over me, her breasts trembling between her arms as she braced both hands on my chest. That tumble of red hair spilled forward, framing her face, and she hit me with those big green eyes, wholesome and innocent. The way she looked at me undid me somewhere deep in my soul. I was hooked and some internal switch inside me flipped. She was mine now, and I meant to claim her.

Tessa shifted her hips, grinding and guiding my cock along her silky slit, soaking me; each motion coaxed a tiny, breathless moan from her parted lips.

I couldn’t resist her breasts. I filled my hands with them, groaning as I squeezed, feeling that springy flesh bulge between my fingers. Her nipples were hard and needy under my thumbs; I circled and teased them, gentle at first, then a little sharper, and the reaction was immediate. My cock turned to steel, aching for her.

The way Tessa met my gaze, her hair wild and her cheeks flushed, made the whole thing feel like a fever dream. She was so wet already, coating me and herself, her every sound driving me closer to the edge.

She slipped me inside her and sank down onto my cock, slow, inch by patient inch, moaning, her eyes shining, until I bottomed out, waves of pleasure threatening to end me. The stretch was insane, her cunt was so impossibly tight, I nearly lost it all over again.

She froze, letting her body adjust, eyes wide as the initial shock of fullness faded. Her tits bounced with every small movement, jiggling in a way that was almost hypnotic.

She braced her hands on my chest, then started to ride.

At first, she moved slow, as if re-learning her own body. But soon, hunger kicked in. She ground her hips, forcing every last bit of me deep inside, clit grinding against the root of my cock.

“Cole—so good—never stop—”

She rode me harder, ass clenching, thighs trembling, sweat slick on her back. Her breasts bounced in wild rhythm, the contrast between her gold skin and the white bikini line making every movement obscene.

I grabbed her hips, guiding her, then reached up to fondle her tits, kneading and squeezing, pinching the nipples until she shrieked with pleasure.

When I felt her pussy start to flutter again, I knew what she needed.

I flipped her, putting her on hands and knees, and lined up behind her.

Her ass was a fucking work of art, round, tight, and perfectly set off by that tan line. I slapped her, hard, and she moaned, arching her back, her breasts swaying beneath her with each impact.

I drove in, fucking her hard from behind, hands gripping her hips and ass, alternating between squeezing, spanking, and using her as leverage to hammer deeper and deeper.

Each thrust sent her breasts swinging, the contrast of her pale skin and flushed nipples making me animal.

Tessa went feral, her voice went ragged as she begged for more, her pussy milking my cock with every pulse.

When she started to tremble with her third orgasm, I flipped her onto her back, entering her missionary so I could see every shudder, every gasp, every desperate flicker of her wild green eyes.

She wrapped her legs around my waist, heels digging into my ass, and pulled me in, all the way.

I wanted to see every expression. Every single flicker of emotion that passed over her face as I pushed into her, slow at first, luxuriating in the impossible tightness, in the way Tessa's body gripped and flexed and molded itself around me. She was more than snug, she was a vice, hot and needy, her whole body trembling as she fought to keep her voice from shattering the bulkhead. I gripped her hair, tangling my fingers in the sun-warmed tangle, and drew her eyes to mine, refusing to let her look away, even as I buried myself to the hilt.

She made a noise then, half shock, half gratitude, as her hips bucked under me. I felt the raw edge of her restraint, the tension between what she craved and what she thought she deserved. So I gave her everything. I rotated my hips, finding the perfect angle, and ground my pelvis hard against her clit with every slow, measured thrust. Her jaw dropped open, her lips forming a perfect "O," and for a second she looked surprised by her own pleasure, as if nobody else had ever thought to fuck her like she mattered. I wanted to break her. I wanted to see her lose every last bit of discipline, every clever thought, until she was just pure feeling.

So I fucked her slow, reading every flicker of pleasure in her big green eyes, then suddenly fast, fucking her in sharp, merciless bursts that left her gasping. Every time she started to come apart, I slowed down, teasing her, dragging out the moment until she begged me with her body to give her more. Never, not once, did I let her look away. I needed her to see what she did to me.

She started to cry, and not in that fake, theatrical way some girls do. This was real. Honest. Tessa sobbed, her hands gripping my back so tight I thought her nails might break the skin. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes, mixing with sweat, streaking down her cheeks in hot, glittering lines. Her entire body convulsed under me and for a split second I worried I was hurting her, but the way she tightened around my cock, the way she moaned my name, told me this was a different kind of pain. It was the pain of being overwhelmed, of being seen, of being utterly and completely fucked in every sense of the word.

"Shhh," I whispered, kissing the tears from her cheeks, then her lips, which tasted like salt and desperate need. "I’ve got you, baby. Let go."

She tried to speak, but her throat was choked with feeling. Every time I drove into her, her voice broke on my name. She clung to me, her nails raking my spine, her legs wrapped tight around my hips as if she could drag me even deeper.

I kept up the rhythm, alternating between slow, grinding thrusts that crushed her clit and fast, punishing strokes that made her whole body quake. Her tits bounced with every motion, jiggling just below my face, and I squeezed them, kneading the flesh, sometimes just to hear her gasp. Her nipples were swollen, almost purple, and I bent down to suck one into my mouth, biting just hard enough to send her arching off the bed.

She was completely gone, lost in sensation, in the way our bodies locked together, in the sound of my hips slapping against her slick, perfect thighs. The only thing that kept her tethered to reality was my gaze, my hands, my voice in her ear. "You’re beautiful," I told her. "You’re fucking perfect. Don’t hold back. I want to see you come. I want to see you fall apart for me."

Something in her broke then. She threw her head back, eyes wild, hair fanned out on the bed like a halo of fire. She sobbed, "Cole—oh god—Cole—" and then the tears really started, rolling down her cheeks in waves as her pussy milked me, as if her body was crying too.

I wasn’t going to last. Not with her like this, all wet heat and raw feeling. I braced myself, slammed into her harder, and felt her convulse around me, her whole body trembling on the edge.

"I love you," she gasped, "please, Cole, I need—"

“I love you, Little Star. You’re my everything.”

That was the final push. Her pussy gripped my cock in a vice, and she came, wild and thrashing, pulling me over the edge with her.

I lost all control. The wall I'd been holding up all night shattered, and I emptied myself into her, hard, hot, with a ferocity that felt like it could tear the stars from the sky. I could feel her still milking me, every muscle inside her clutching, begging, demanding that I give her everything. So I did. I buried myself as deep as her tiny body could take, grinding our hips together, and came in a blinding rush that started in my toes and exploded behind my eyes. Pulse after pulse, rope after rope, I filled her, every drop mixing with her own slick and the aftermath of all those orgasms. I swear I could feel the heat of it, sticky and wild, leaking out, making a mess of her thighs and my cock and the ruined sheets beneath us.

She whimpered, a sound halfway between shock and joy, and I saw the moment she realized what I’d done, what we’d done. Her fingers dug into my shoulders, nails scraping, anchoring herself to this reality. I stayed inside her while the final shudders rippled through both of us, the room spinning with heat and the rich, primal scent of sex. When I finally eased up, my cock still throbbing, I pulled her belly to mine, holding her close so nothing spilled out, so we didn’t lose a single bit of what we’d just made together.

She buried her face in my neck, kissing, biting, laughing softly through the tears that still streaked her cheeks. My own body trembled from exertion, from need, from the knowledge that I’d just broken every rule I’d ever set for myself.

I looked down at her, at the beautiful disaster we’d made. Tessa’s skin was flushed everywhere, red handprints on her hips and ass, hickeys in the crook of her neck, streaks of sweat and cum painting her thighs and stomach. Her wild red hair was pasted to her face and shoulders and back, and her eyes, fuck, her eyes, were so green and so alive I could hardly stand it.

She stared up at me, breathing hard, and said, “I can feel you inside me. Like, really inside me.”

I kissed her, her lips, her forehead, her eyelids. I wanted to mark every inch of her, to prove this wasn’t a dream.

“You did so good, Little Star,” I whispered. “I want you like this forever.”

She smiled, dizzy and proud. “You can have me. All of me.”

We stayed like that, locked together, trembling, sweat and tears and cum blurring all the boundaries.

Tonight, Tessa hadn’t just let me in.

She made me want to stay forever.

***

The first rule about afterglow: nobody writes songs about the aftermath. But maybe they should.

Tessa lay sprawled across her narrow bunk, sheets peeled down, sweat slick under the thighs, her hair wild and tangled, a mess of red and gold that looked like someone had spilled sunrise across the pillow a few hours early. I stretched beside her, one arm curled around her waist, fingers splayed across the curve of her hip like I was staking a claim.

She was all freckles and sleep-haze, blinking up at me from a fortress of books, old course readers, a battered leather-bound poetry collection with half the spine chewed off, and the battered spiral notebook she wouldn’t let out of her sight. The cabin itself was tiny, barely big enough for two bodies and a dreams’ worth of secrets. But right now, it felt like the most intimate room in the world.

For a while, we didn’t speak. The hush wasn’t awkward. It was sacred. Dense with things neither of us could say during daylight, thick as the scent of sweat, salt, and the ghost of Summer’s perfume clinging to the sheets from a recent sleep-over.

Her hand found my chest, fingers tracing the scar above my brow, then sliding lower, mapping each rib, learning me by memory because paper wasn’t enough anymore. I caught her wrist, brought her palm to my lips, and kissed her there, slow.

She shivered, goosebumps skating up her arm.

I watched her breathe, the rise and fall of her perfect chest, the flush that lingered everywhere I’d marked her. My cum still leaked from her pussy, painting the inside of her thighs with evidence, but she didn’t try to hide a thing.

Tessa broke the silence first. Not with a joke, not even with a question, she just whispered, soft as midnight, “I’ve been writing us into existence for months. I think I loved you before I even knew you.”

Her voice was so certain, so heartbreakingly pure, it made my heart seize.

I stared at her, searching for any sign of doubt, but found none. Just the unwavering green of her eyes and a trust that went deeper than lust.

I swallowed, throat dry as gin.

“You say things like that and you ruin a man for anyone else,” I told her, meaning every word.

She smiled, slow and a little shaky, but she didn’t break eye contact. “You already ruined me, Cole. The first time you taught me to read constellations, I started writing stories about you in the margins of my textbooks. I just never thought—” She hesitated, a laugh trembling at the edge, “—that you’d actually love me back.”

I ran a hand down her side, feeling the heat in her skin, the aftermath of all the want I’d poured into her body. “You’re not a shadow, Tessa. Not even close. You’re the protagonist in our story. Leading lady material once they turn our romance into a movie.”

She softened, giggling, tension unwinding inch by inch as we lay tangled in sheets and the tail end of a myth.

Her next confession was barely more than a breath, but it hit like thunder. “I don’t want this to be the last time. I don’t want to forget a single second. I want to catalog it, like a star chart. I want to live it so hard it hurts.”

“You’re not gonna forget,” I promised. “Neither will I, and I guarantee this isn’t our last time. Baby, we’re just getting started.”

She tilted her head and studied me, as if double-checking my sincerity. Her lips were swollen from all the kissing, her cheeks blotched with color, streaks of sweat gluing a few stray hairs to her collarbone. She was so perfect it felt surreal.

For the first time all night, she seemed totally at peace with her nakedness. No nerves, no excuses. Just the knowing smile of a woman who’d crossed the last ocean and found her place by my side.

“Ask me anything,” she said, shifting so her thigh pressed hot and sticky against mine.

I did.

For the next hour, maybe more, we lay there losing track of questions and time. I asked about her first heartbreak (a band nerd named Jacob who never noticed her), her favorite line of poetry (“The world is full of magic things, patiently waiting for our senses to grow sharper”), what she’d do if she could teleport anywhere in the world at this exact moment (here, with me, no contest). She asked me about my scariest storm at sea, the secret habits nobody else knew (I kept a journal too, hidden in the base of my nightstand, filled with shit I’d never say out loud), and whether I really believed in fate.

We talked about the women, the strange, wild family we’d built on this fucking impossible adventure. She asked what I remembered about my own first time, if I’d ever been as nervous as she was. I told her the raw truth. My first time was a mess, fast and forgettable, nothing like her, nothing like us.

She laughed, voice still scratchy from all the moaning, and buried her face in the crook of my neck. “I can’t believe how easy you make it to say things nobody else knows.”

“That’s because I actually want to know,” I said. “All of it. Every thought you never had the guts to write down.”

She shivered at that, and I felt her body press even closer.

As dawn crept up, the light outside shifted from charcoal to molten silver, washing in through the porthole, first as a thin line, then as a pool that slowly climbed the foot of the bed.

The soundscape changed, too. Above deck, footsteps thudded, someone (probably Kylie) cursing as she tripped over a coiled line. The low hum of the espresso grinder. Lila’s laugh, soft in the galley, then a splash of water in the sink. The whole world waking up.

But for a few minutes more, we were still sealed off: two souls, four hands, and the wild tumble of words you only trust to someone who’s seen you come undone.

Tessa rolled onto her back, letting sunlight paint her naked body in gold. The sight of her took my breath away. Not just the way her tits stood proud, nipples rosy and still peaked from hours of arousal, their perfect size and shape made for cupping and kissing. Or the way her belly was soft below the ribs, but taut and flexed as she stretched like a cat.

It was the look in her eyes, bright and absolute.

She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

I reached over, ran my hand from her breast to the line of her hip, then down to the inside of her thigh. She parted her legs, shameless, letting me see the mess I’d made of her pussy, still pink and swollen and leaking.

“God, if I could photograph you right now…” I muttered, mostly to myself.

She grinned, eyes wicked. “Make a memory then. The kind you can’t ever delete.”

Challenge accepted.

I kissed her, long and lazy, my hand never leaving her skin. When I finally broke away, she was trembling again, but from relief this time, not nerves.

She shifted, propping herself up on one elbow, and surveyed the chaos we’d made of her stateroom. Books toppled like dominoes, pens and highlighters scattered, a whole summer’s worth of notebooks stacked in lopsided towers by the bed. She glanced at the mess, then back at me.

“I want to show you something,” she said, suddenly serious.

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

She turned, reached down to the footlocker under her bunk, and opened it. Inside was a trove of journals, dog-eared and battered, some with pages threatening to fall out. She lifted them out, one by one, forming a pile so thick it threatened to topple.

“These are all mine,” she said. “Every day, every secret, every fantasy. Since Miami, I’ve written everything I didn’t have the nerve to say out loud.”

She hugged the stack to her chest, holding tight, eyes flickering with nerves. “I haven’t shown this to anyone. Not ever. But if I’m going to be yours, really yours, I don’t want secrets between us. Not anymore.”

She thrust the journals out, hands shaking.

“Take them. Read everything. I want you to know it all, Cole. Not just the good or the smart, but the doubts, the ugly stuff, the way I got jealous, the way I fell for you so hard it hurt.”

I took the stack, slow and careful, like she was passing me a newborn or a grenade with the pin already pulled. The weight of them was nothing compared to the trust.

I laid the journals on my chest, exhaling slow. “You sure?”

She nodded, so fierce it was almost a dare. “Yes. I want you to know me to the core.”

No one had ever given me something like this. No one had ever trusted me with their soul in ink and paper and flayed-open honesty.

I stared down at the pile. The journals were messy, some written in the dark, some margins filled with poetry, some just lists or sketches or daydreams. One had an ocean blue cover with half the title rubbed off; another was patched with duct tape. There were hearts doodled in the margins, quotes from long-dead writers, and an entire volume that looked like it was dedicated just to the women aboard True North, pages bracketing every secret, jealousy, theory, hope.

I felt something break in my chest, a crack of awe, of devotion, something more than lust and deeper than pride.

I wanted to worship her. I wanted to earn this trust, over and over, so she never doubted her place again.

As I thumbed through the first pages, my own name leaped out at me, a hundred variations, sometimes just “C” or “him” or “the captain,” sometimes bolder, more raw:

He owns the night, the silence, the hush where my best words hide.

He probably has no idea what he does to me.

If he ever claimed me, I think I would shatter, but what a beautiful way to break.

I read, transfixed, soaking in every line. Some entries were short, just a sentence or two, others ran for pages, a binge of thought she couldn’t hold back. There were fears, fear of being left out, fear of disappointing her father, fear of not being chosen when it counted. There were moments of envy, mostly centered on Summer or Kylie, how they lived so easily in their bodies, how they never seemed to doubt.

There were dreams, too. Madness and sweetness, a whole section on what it would be like to wake up in my arms, or to fuck me under the stars, or just to have her words read and understood.

I wanted to read every page, every syllable. I wanted to memorize them, stitch them into my own skin.

Tessa watched me, silent, as I devoured the first few entries. She lay there, body bared, not hiding, letting me see her at her most exposed. The light through the porthole caught her hair and turned it to copper fire. Her eyes were wide and wet.

I let her see my awe. My need.

I set the journals aside, pulled her across my lap, and held her close.

“You’re a miracle, you know that?” I said.

She buried her face in my neck, laughing through a shiver. “You’re just addicted to my writing.”

“I’m addicted to everything about you. But yeah, the words aren’t a bad bonus.”

She giggled, content, and let herself melt against me.

Outside, the world was waking, Evan’s camera footsteps thumping above, Summer’s voice drifting through the hatch as she hollered for breakfast. But in here, time was ours.

I combed my fingers through Tessa’s hair, studying the way each gold-red strand caught the morning. She whispered, “You’re not disappointed? Even with all the pages where I’m scared or jealous or dumb?”

“Jesus, no.” I pulled her tighter, letting her hear every beat of my heart. “That’s the good stuff, Tess. You’re braver than anyone I’ve ever known.”

She went slack, tension gone, nothing left but pride and relief.

“Promise me something,” she said, voice suddenly small.

“Anything.”

“When you read them, don’t skip the hard parts. The truths that could hurt. I want you to know all of me.”

I kissed her forehead, then each eyelid, slow. “Deal. Full transparency. You got it.”

She smiled, hopeful and wrecked in equal measure, and for a long time we held each other, journals and all, as the light crawled up the walls and the crew’s voices lifted toward the next impossible day.

If a harem had an angel, it was this girl in my arms, heart wide open, secrets spilled, sunlight painting her body like a promise I intended to keep.

I stroked her back, memorizing every line, and let the gratitude settle, deep and unshakable.

The rest of the world could go to hell. Right now, there was only one vow worth making:

I would be worthy of her story. No matter what.

And that was my new religion.

***

The thing about mornings on a yacht? Nobody gets to hide.

Sunrise shot gold through the corridor windows, straight to the core of the staterooms. My eyelids flickered; the rest of me was still wrapped around Tessa, naked, tangled, marked by bruises and bite prints, and surrounded by the weight of her confessions. For a beat, I wanted to stay locked in that hush, just me and the miracle in my arms.

But life on True North didn’t wait.

Above us, the sound of Kylie’s laughter ricocheted down the stairs, matched by the pounding of bare feet and the hiss of the espresso machine in full grind mode. Somewhere up top, Summer was already hollering for someone to bring her a “goddamn perfect Bahama-mama, heavy on the pineapple.” Brooke barked a warning about proper deck shoes ("It's a yacht, not a sandbar!") while Lila giggled at the galley hatch, prepping fresh fruit.

Tessa stirred, blinking the sleep from her eyes. She looked like Artemis after an all-night hunt, wild and flushed, dawn painting her every curve from the tips of her nipples to the sweet mess between her thighs. The sunlight hit her hair and made it flame.

“Ready?” I asked, voice low, thumb tracing circles over her hip.

She smiled, all nerves gone, just quiet surety. “More than ever.”

She rolled out of bed and found a robe. Not that she bothered to hide much. The tie slipped, giving me a front-row seat to her bare tits and the pattern of love bites scattered like constellations down her chest.

She gathered her journals, all of them, no hesitation, arms brimming with truths, then turned to watch as I pulled on a pair of shorts and nothing else. For the first time, I felt the magnitude of what it meant for a woman to not just give you her body, but every secret she’d ever written. It made me want to guard her, shield her, cradle her in sunlight so nothing in this fucked-up world could ever put her back in the shadows.

We hit the hallway together. Side-by-side. She didn’t flinch when I reached for her hand in full view of the world.

Up the spiral steps, the yacht’s heartbeat ramped up. The air was salty, humid, and thick with the scent of rum, coffee, and whatever sunscreen Summer had lathered herself with before eight a.m. The main salon was a carnival: Summer and Kylie perched on the settee in micro-bikinis and half-buttoned shirts, legs sprawled, bare feet up on the table. Emma already had her laptop open, but she was more focused on stirring honey into her tea than the screen. Brooke, queen of the morning, stood at the coffee station, bun wound tight, hands folded, lips pursed in professional appraisal.

Lila lingered by the galley pass-through, fingers twisting a lock of midnight hair, bare legs folded shyly as she watched everyone else claim their place.

But none of that hit as hard as Evan, camera in hand, posted up at the far end of the deck.

He spotted us the minute we entered the salon, me shirtless, Tessa in her robe, journals clutched to her chest, the unmistakable flush of a woman who’d finally crossed the Rubicon.

I held her gaze, not letting her falter.

“Coffee?” I asked, casual as hell.

She grinned, all confidence, and nodded. “Heavy on the cream.”

I poured her a mug, took mine black, and found a sun-drenched patch on the aft deck to claim as our own. I sat, sprawling, letting the warmth hit my skin, and pulled Tessa onto my lap. She settled in, soft and unhurried, not a hint of the old hesitancy. She set her stack of journals beside us and curled an arm around my neck, legs draped over mine, the pose so natural it might have been scripted by the universe.

Evan caught the whole thing.

He started filming with the detachment of a documentary pro, but the red light trembled on the camera, a tell you’d only spot if you were used to watching for the cracks. I heard the mic’s little beep as he zoomed in, catching the way Tessa’s limbs wove into mine, the way her lips brushed my cheek, then, bold as you please, found my mouth for a slow, confident kiss.

Sunlight hit the gold flecks in her eyes.

She let the moment hang, savoring it.

Then, in full view, she slid my hand up her thigh, under the robe, until it cupped her bare breast. Not as a dare, not a stage play, but as if this was just the natural resting place for my hand. I felt her nipple pebble instantly, the shiver of arousal running straight through her.

She didn’t laugh. She didn’t flinch.

She just leaned her head against my shoulder and looked straight at the lens, daring anyone to question her right to everything she wanted.

One kiss. One hand on her tit.

Open declaration: this is my place. I claim it.

The deck went silent, at least for a second.

Kylie lifted her mug in a toast, grinning so wide her freckles nearly merged. “Fuck yes, Tessa. Welcome to the club.”

Summer shot her a thumbs-up and a wink that was equal parts pride and mischief. “Sunshine, you look like you just crawled out of heaven.”

Brooke’s eyebrows climbed, but a glimmer of something like approval sparked in her eyes. She didn’t comment. She just sipped her coffee and logged the new hierarchy.

Emma caught my eye, then Tessa’s, and offered the gentlest of nods. You’re safe here. You belong.

Lila’s gaze lingered longer than necessary. There was longing there, envy, maybe, or just the ache of not being chosen. For half a beat, she hugged herself, bare shoulder on bare shoulder, then looked away.

But the real show was Evan. For once, the camera wasn’t a mask. It was a shield.

I saw how he watched Tessa sink into my arms, how every touch and glance stabbed him more than anything I could have managed with words. He kept shooting, but everything rigid and professional about his posture had turned to glass, brittle as hell.

He caught every angle: the way her robe slipped to almost bare her nipple, the way her hair tumbled, how I stroked the side of her breast with my thumb and bent to kiss the crown of her head.

She responded to every motion, owning the moment with a tenderness Kylie couldn’t fake, a confidence that went even deeper than Summer’s shamelessness.

She wasn’t competing. She was just claiming what was always hers.

After a while, Evan lowered the camera. His hands shook so bad he nearly dropped the whole rig.

He disappeared below, not saying a word.

Up top, the world kept spinning. Summer and Kylie argued over playlist choices and bikini colors; Emma declared deck swordfish for lunch; Brooke reminded everyone of their next navigation challenge. But wherever we went, coffee at the rail, sunbathing on the bow, Tessa was at my side, journals never far, her hand always finding mine as if to ground herself in the new normal.

If you wanted to see the formation of a legendary harem family, you had to watch the micro-moments, the silences, the ways one woman’s decision changed the entire current aboard.

Evan’s heartbreak went silent for a while. Then, tucked away in the editing suite, surrounded by glowing monitors, the kid broke.

The room was dark, hum of machines the only heartbeat left.

Evan loaded the morning footage into the system. His own shaky hands flickered on the screen as he spooled through the deck sequence, Tessa, wild-haired and radiant, straddling my lap, letting me grope her in broad daylight like it was nothing. The look on her face, devotion, happiness, clarity, was a punch to the gut.

He rewound. Watched frame by frame.

You could practically read the grief in his bones.

He leaned forward, elbows on knees, face hidden behind the camera, but the mic was still hot. The computers caught his whisper, soft and raw as a bruise:

“I’ve loved you for three years.”

The phrase echoed, first through the editing bay, then through the entire day as the footage sent shockwaves through the sponsor team and anyone else watching.

But on the main deck, nobody knew a thing.

Least of all, Tessa, who’d finally found a place outside the shadow.

***

By midday, True North’s decks hummed with the kind of energy that only happens after a tectonic shift in group chemistry.

Crew split off: Summer and Kylie performed a tandem yoga routine on the bow, hips wiggling to some pop anthem Kylie swore would “break the internet” if she posted it. Brooke and Emma huddled at the chart table, plotting the next leg of the journey while debating the finer points of Portuguese port wine. Lila alternated between prepping lunch and staring at the horizon, adrift and wanting.

Tessa and I retreated to the main suite.

She was still lit from within, every step a declaration that she had nothing left to hide. She flopped onto the bed, stretched out like a cat, then eyed the stack of journals with a kind of wicked pride.

“Don’t just stare at them,” she teased. “Dive in. See what happens when you look past the cover.”

I sat, letting the sheets and the air and the smell of her all wrap around me.

I picked up the first journal, ocean blue, corners worn, pages stuffed with folded notes and the occasional pressed flower.

The entries started innocent enough: inventory of the yacht, impressions of the girls, jokes about Kylie’s “influence” on Summer, guesses about my motives. But the deeper I read, the more the tone sharpened.

Every woman on True North was dissected in Tessa’s elegant, ruthless shorthand.

About Summer:

“Beneath the sunshine is a darkness she can’t explain. She’ll always flirt with chaos, but deep down she wants sanctuary. She’s already chosen her anchor, and it’s Cole, even if she’ll never admit it when the others are watching.”

About Kylie:

“She’s energy and spiked adrenaline, always hungry for the next dare, but her real game is testing boundaries. It’s not just about being bad, it’s about being chosen over everyone else. Watch her eyes when Cole is focused on Brooke or Emma. The jealousy isn’t ugly, it’s desperate.”

About Lila:

“She thinks she’s invisible, but she absorbs every feeling in the room. She wants to belong, but doesn’t know how to demand it. If someone ever chose her, really chose her, she’d light up the whole boat. Until then, she’s collecting secrets for leverage even if she doesn’t realize it yet.”

About Emma:

“She sees everything and forgives twice as much. She’ll never fight for the spotlight, but the crew always circles back to her for warmth. If anyone could break the harem, it’s not the wild ones, it’s Emma, if she ever decided to leave. She’s the glue, but all glue cracks under enough pressure.”

About Brooke:

“She competes because she never wants to vanish. Intensities scare the others, but to her, they’re a lifeline. If anyone threatens her place beside Cole, she’ll fight dirty, even if she has to break herself in the process. She’s the only one who could match him for silence and control, and she knows it.”

About herself:

“I want what the others want, but I don’t know how to ask for it out loud. I feel every shift, every wound, every kindness, and write it down to make sense of it. Sometimes I think I’m the only one who sees how close we are to either falling apart or falling together.”

I stopped, breath caught in my chest.

Tessa had written me a map, maybe even an instruction manual, for the most complicated harem in existence. She’d charted every riptide, every rivalry, every soft thing that could splinter or bind us.

The rest of the journals were even more raw. There were fantasy sequences. What if Brooke seduced me first, what if Summer and Kylie staged a midnight takeover, what if Lila finally confessed her hunger and let herself be ruined by pure attention? She chronicled every sexual interaction on the boat, the aftershocks, the glances, the patterns. She wasn’t just the poet of this family, she was its scribe, its secret historian.

One entire section was titled “Dangers.” It read like a warning flare:

- Jealousy is the only fire nobody talks about.

- Someone is always out of the loop, and tonight it’s Lila, but tomorrow it could be Emma or Brooke or me.

- The first woman to feel truly lost will blow the whole thing up.

- We need rules, but we need forgiveness more.

- Cole thinks he can handle all of it, but the cracks show when he’s tired. He doesn’t want to admit he needs them as badly as they need him.

I shut the book, overwhelmed.

I looked over at Tessa, sprawled across the sheets in a tank top and nothing else, legs tangled, hair wild, notebooks fanned around her like the petals of some dangerous flower.

She caught me staring. “Am I too much?”

“Never,” I said. My voice was thick with awe. “You’re the only one who’s got the whole picture.”

She blushed, but was obviously pleased.

I read more, not wanting to miss anything. At every turn, there was another truth, sometimes cruel, sometimes funny, always honest. The fantasy entries ranged from tender to obscene. Scenarios about group sex, scenarios about heartbreak, even a few about what would happen if the dads ever found out. She mapped every threat, every hope, every path to wild, impossible happiness.

I felt myself harden, even as my brain wrestled with the gravity of it all.

This wasn’t just about desire anymore.

This was about legacy.

If we wanted to survive, really last, not just as a fantasy but a living, breathing family, I’d have to take all of it seriously. Every word, every warning, every line that drew blood and every scribble that held us together.

I set the final journal aside and kissed Tessa, right there, slow and deep, letting her know nothing she could write or confess would ever scare me off.

“You’re safe,” I promised, letting my hand slide up her thigh, fingers curling tight around her leg. “You’re more than safe. You’re essential.”

She melted against me, letting the fear fade at last.

Down below, the editing bay thrummed with heartbreak and regret. Up here, in the heat and hush of the suite, the only thing that mattered was the truth finally out in the open.

And as the yacht cut a perfect wake into the blue, sunlight flooding every corner, I made another mental note:

Never, ever underestimate the power of the quiet ones.

They don’t just write history.

They make it.

And that was how you kept the whole thing afloat.


Chapter nine
Unbound


The Mediterranean didn’t do half-measures. It wasn’t subtle. It hit you straight between the eyes, sky blue enough to cut, waves that shimmered silver in the morning light, and a wind sharp with the taste of old salt and the undercurrent of distant jasmine. Even on a yacht as plush as True North, you could feel the hunger in the air: freedom so close you could almost lick it off the breeze.

But Lila wasn’t here for freedom. Not really.

She stood at the bow rail, both hands clenched tighter than a prayer book, hair wild in the onshore gusts. The sun picked out the deep gold in her skin and made her black hair shine like lacquer, but there was no ease in her. Every line in her body fought to shrink itself, to hold still and not attract attention. That was the trap. She wanted to be seen but not claimed, to reach for something just out of sight.

Nathan hovered. He didn’t do lurking well; he was too self-important for that. Instead, he stalked the deck in circles, always keeping Lila just inside his shadow. His eyes, sharp, flat, more accountant than lover, tracked every move she made, as if she might leap overboard at any second and swim for the next country.

She didn’t look at him. She watched the water, the far-off islands, the dark smudge of a ferry headed north, anything but the man who’d been sent to keep her in line.

From the upper deck, I watched it all. Hard not to. There’s a rhythm to things on a boat. You learn to spot the weak lines, the frayed seams, the way a body tenses when it’s bracing for weather nobody else can see. Lila’s shoulders were a study in tension, rigid, defensive, always expecting the next blow.

Nathan muttered to himself, then pulled out his phone, still convinced he could get a signal in the middle of the Med that wasn’t connected to our sat com. He was already annoyed, his flush started at his throat and crept up, bright and ugly, whenever things got away from him. After a few tries, he gave up and stomped aft, probably headed for the nav desk to double-check charts he didn’t actually know how to read.

Lila exhaled, but the relief was all surface.

I considered intervening, but didn’t have to.

Summer beat me to it.

She slipped out onto the foredeck like she’d materialized there, a band of sunshine in a barely-there sundress, hair loose and wild, eyes more thoughtful than usual. She walked right up beside Lila, but didn’t say a word at first. Just matched her posture, arms folded on the rail, skin pressed close.

They stood that way, twin statues, for a minute or more, the breeze making their hair dance together.

Then Summer started, voice low and tender, maybe the first time I’d ever heard her speak without a trace of challenge. “You know, the ocean doesn’t erase you. It just strips away the noise.”

Lila didn’t answer. Her jaw worked, but no words made it out.

Summer reached over and put her hand on Lila’s shoulder, a gentle, featherlight touch. “We see you,” she said, not soft, not loud. “Not the version he wants. Not the one your family dreams up on the phone. The real you. And we see what he’s doing to you.”

For a heartbeat, nothing moved. Then Lila’s whole body shuddered, just once, like a sail catching unexpected wind. The mask cracked. Her eyes glistened, liquid and infinite, and she hugged herself tighter.

Summer didn’t let go. If anything, she squeezed Lila’s shoulder harder. “You’re not alone, babe. We’ve got your back. All of us.”

Lila tried to answer but her voice broke on the first syllable. She shook her head, a stray tear sliding down her cheek. When she spoke again, it was a whisper. “Thank you.”

Summer just nodded, their hands knitting together on the rail, silent solidarity in the middle of nowhere.

If anyone had been watching from shore, they would have seen two goddesses carved against the endless blue, hair blown back, eyes fixed on distant dreams. But I knew the truth. It was just two girls, fighting to stay afloat with nothing but each other to hold onto.

Nathan’s footsteps returned, heavy and impatient. Summer melted away in a heartbeat, leaving behind nothing but hope and the print of her fingers on Lila’s skin.

Nathan didn’t even notice the change in the air. He just grunted, asked if Lila needed sunscreen, and then, with a dramatic sigh, stomped off to the galley.

I watched Lila linger a few seconds longer, her arms wrapped around her ribs, breathing slow. She wiped her cheek, squared her shoulders, and turned back into the ship.

If I hadn’t known better, I might have thought the storm was over.

But the Mediterranean? It’s all about the undercurrents.

***

By midday, the sun was a punch in the face and the inside of the yacht hummed with recycled cool air conditioning and battery hum, coffee brewing in the galley, and the faint drone of talk radio from the bridge.

I caught Lila mid-transit, papers in hand, lips set in a determined line. She was headed for the galley, probably the only place she could go without tripping over Nathan’s ego.

He was already there, hunched over at the comm desk with a headset, thumbing through his notes and scowling at the menu on the sat phone. The guy never stopped fuming about “wasted bandwidth” whenever our VoIP lagged for even a second. He didn’t bother keeping his voice down. Why pretend, when you’re here to control the story?

Lila paused outside the doorway, barely breathing.

Nathan fired up the call. First, a ringtone. Then the bright, brittle sound of her mother’s voice on the line.

“Nathan! How are things? How is our Lila doing?”

His reply was straight out of the gaslighting handbook. “Hello, Mrs. Monroe. Thank you for taking my call. I wish the news were better. I’m afraid our sweet Lila is struggling, out here with all these… influences.”

There was a long pause. Lila’s hand flew to her mouth, stifling the gasp that rose up. She pressed herself flat against the wall, eyes huge and startled, listening to every word as if they were bullets.

Nathan went on, expertly layering in just enough concern to sound righteous.

“I’m not saying it’s her fault, of course. You know how bright and kind she can be. But I fear the crew here, especially some of the girls, are, well, they have a certain hedonistic energy. I’ve found her in situations that would make even a college dean blush.”

Another pause. He let the drama build.

Lila’s body stiffened, every muscle locked down. Her knuckles whitened as she clung to the doorframe, legs trembling, face turned to stone.

Nathan continued, voice oozing fake empathy. “I wanted to involve you sooner, but I hoped a firm hand would correct her course. Unfortunately, I’m now convinced she’s at significant moral risk.”

The next part was a dagger.

“She’s started dressing provocatively, keeping late hours, and associating with men who are frankly beneath her. I’m terribly sorry, but for her safety, I think it’s time we act. I’m prepared to arrange her immediate removal from the voyage. For her own good, of course.”

The silence on the other end stretched. Lila looked like she might vomit.

Nathan wrapped it up, switching into full savior mode. “She’ll fight it, naturally. But you can count on me to do what’s right. I’ll keep her from further damage, no matter how difficult.”

The call ended. Nathan sat back, smug as a snake with a full belly, probably imagining the hero’s welcome that awaited him once Lila was safely caged again.

Outside the hatch, Lila collapsed, just folded, barely catching herself against the wall. Her shoulders shook.

She slid down to the floor, hands covering her face, silent tears streaking the perfect symmetry of her cheeks.

She’d always been the polite one, the peacekeeper, the girl who apologized for breathing too loud. But this? This was betrayal that didn’t just burn, it seared every nerve to ash.

I stood there, frozen, torn between rushing in and letting her own the moment. Every instinct screamed for rescue. But sometimes the bravest thing you could do for someone was step back and let them hit rock bottom hard enough to bounce.

The thing about Lila? Beneath the softness, there was steel. She just needed something to burn off the old skin.

From the galley, Nathan whistled tunelessly, already plotting his next move.

Lila wiped her face, dragged herself upright, and looked straight at the passageway mirror.

Her eyes weren’t sad now. They were wild. Alive. Like she’d finally seen what the rest of us always knew, that sometimes, you have to let things break before you start building anything real.

She didn’t say a word.

She didn’t have to.

The next move was hers.

And something told me this time, she wasn’t going to play by anyone else’s script.

***

Lila was gone maybe five minutes before she reappeared, every trace of panic gone stiff and brittle as steel. If you didn’t know her, you’d think she was fine, just another girl on a boat, head down, hands full of empty mugs, the picture of polite composure.

But I saw the way she gripped the stack of books against her chest, saw the tremble in her lip when she paused outside the door to the library.

Tessa had made the ship’s library her private monastery. Even with chaos overhead, that room was a hush of dim lamps, floor-to-ceiling books, and the constant rustle of notebook pages. Tessa perched at her usual spot, ink flying, coffee cooling, her wild hair a halo around her head.

She didn’t look up right away.

Lila didn’t knock. She slipped inside, let the door click shut, and hovered in the shadow, every inch the wounded animal.

Tessa broke the silence first. “Rough morning?”

Lila’s voice was barely there. “I need your words. Please.”

Tessa closed her journal, capped her pen, and motioned Lila to the battered leather chair beside her. “Sit. Tell me.”

The whole exchange felt sacred, like I’d wandered into a confessional. Lila sank into the chair and set her mug on the table, hands trembling so bad she had to grip the arms to steady herself.

For a second, she said nothing.

Tessa waited. No rush, no pressure. She just let Lila come up for air.

Finally, Lila started. “He’s called my parents. He told them I was… failing. Falling. That everyone here is corrupting me. He wants me off the boat.”

A fresh tear slipped out, but she wiped it away fast.

Tessa’s jaw flexed, but her voice stayed calm. “That’s not going to happen. But you don’t have to let him write the story. Do it yourself.”

Lila sniffled, shaking her head. “I don’t even know what to say. Every time I try, it comes out wrong. They never hear me. It’s like… my words just bounce off.”

Tessa leaned forward, elbows on knees. “Then use mine. Start with what matters most.”

The next minutes zipped by in a blur of brainstorming: two brains, one mission. Tessa scribbled bullet points while Lila rattled off every frustration that had ever been stuck in her throat. Every time Lila faltered, Tessa rephrased, sharpened, turned the fear into something razor true.

It was an open-heart surgery of the soul.

At some point, the talk turned to faith. Lila hesitated, hands twisting in her lap. “I grew up believing in something beautiful, something hopeful. Not this… binding. Nathan twisted it. But I don’t want to throw it all away. I want it to be mine again.”

Tessa nodded, eyes soft. “That’s not weakness. That’s the gutsiest thing you can do.”

Lila’s smile flickered, small but real. “You make it sound so simple.”

“Not simple. Just necessary.”

Together, they built a message. It wasn’t an essay. It was a grenade.

To her parents, from the real Lila, not the haunted version Nathan kept describing on his shame-campaign calls:

I am safe. I am happy. I am growing into the woman I want to be, not the one you or Nathan imagined. I need room to breathe and to make my own choices, even if they scare you, even if you don’t understand yet. My faith is still mine, but it looks different out here. Please trust me. I’m not coming home early. This crew is my family now; they see me, protect me, and respect me in ways I’ve never felt before.

Tessa read it back, every word ringing like a liberty bell.

Lila covered her mouth again, but this time it was to stifle a laugh.

She took a deep breath. “Send it. Please.”

Tessa jumped on the satmail, typing with the velocity of a storm front. The message shot off into cyberspace before Nathan even knew his play had been intercepted.

For the first time that morning, Lila looked… taller. She exhaled like a diver breaking the surface.

In five minutes flat, she’d gone from trembling to just tired. But beneath the exhaustion, a hint of pride glimmered in her eyes.

***

While the library transformed Lila’s insides, the rest of the crew worked to buy her time.

Brooke was the opening act.

She cornered Nathan at the bridge “for a critical navigation consult.” They pored over charts until Nathan’s head spun. Brooke played it straight, logic, authority, just enough vulnerability to bait his expert complex. She fired off questions about route selection, storm avoidance, even staging “what if” emergencies that let him sound off for minutes at a time.

He was hooked. He started correcting Brooke’s math (and getting it wrong half the time, which she let slide), basking in the sound of his own faux-leadership. Every time she let him play captain, he puffed up another inch.

If he noticed the way Kylie filmed the whole exchange from the wheelhouse window, her camera catching every bungle and bluster, he didn’t let it show.

But Brooke knew. She winked at the lens between questions, a silent high-five to the sabotage squad.

Emma iced the cake an hour later.

When Brooke finally “lost” Nathan in a fog of mixed latitudes and conflicting recommendations, Emma intercepted him in the galley.

She’d laid out a dessert spread worthy of a Michelin-star cruise, fresh fruit, pastries, three kinds of tarts, all ready for “live taste-testing.” Nathan’s sweet tooth was legendary, and Emma played it for all it was worth. She made him try bite after bite, pausing after each forkful to “check his temperature”, literally, with a digital forehead reader, because she said he looked “a little flushed.”

He blushed harder than a sunburnt anchovy.

Emma kept at it, loading him with sugar, honeyed words, and enough muddled attention to drown any suspicion. Every time he looked ready to escape, she “remembered” another dessert that needed his wisdom.

Meanwhile, Summer engineered a mess in the utility closet.

She loosened a valve, kicked a rag under the ice machine, then flagged Nathan because “nobody else on board is as smart with these things.” The guy preened, helping a damsel was his favorite flavor of heroism.

Summer played up the gratitude, tossing in double entendres that left Nathan slack-jawed. “You’re so good with your hands,” she purred, flicking water off her bare thigh, “no wonder they trust you with the heavy stuff.” Nathan fiddled with hoses and pipes for a solid half-hour, mostly because Summer kept “accidentally” brushing against him as she reached for something.

Kylie, quarterback of chaos, made sure Nathan was never alone long enough to double back on Lila.

Whenever he found a moment to himself in the common areas, Kylie pounced, filming “exclusive content” for the sponsor reels, dragging him into interviews about leadership, responsibility, and “navigating with integrity.” She asked loaded questions and kept the cameras rolling even when he rambled. With every take, Nathan dug his own hole a little deeper.

The end result? Lila bought herself almost three hours without so much as a shadow from Nathan. She roamed the upper deck, lingered at the espresso machine for ages, and even let Tessa drag her onto the sunpad for a ten-minute vitamin D recharge, notebooks in hand, the horizon wide open and inviting.

For the first time, Lila’s carriage changed. Her chin lifted. Her voice didn’t shake.

If Nathan had actually checked the footage from that afternoon, he might have recognized the girl in the shots, the one laughing with Tessa, hair bouncing around her bare shoulders, eyes clear and unafraid, as someone he’d never seen before.

Message sent, mission accomplished, and support squad on full lockdown.

Sometimes, the harem didn’t even need me to take the wheel.

They built their own safety net and made damn sure it would hold.

***

By sunset, the whole ship had shifted.

Lila stood at the rail, face turned toward the last orange glow of day, her phone clutched hard in one hand.

Tessa hovered beside her, the guardian angel of second chances.

I watched from a distance as Lila checked her inbox, waiting, hoping, bracing. A reply pinged in. She read it, lips trembling, then grinned. The message from her parents was cautious, alarmed, but beneath the panic, they’d heard her, maybe for the first time ever.

She read it again and again, then turned and hugged Tessa, full-body, desperate and heartfelt.

Down on the main deck, the girls gathered for post-dinner cocktails. Lila joined them. She didn’t hide. She didn’t hesitate. Not even when Kylie suggested a round of “confession truth-or-dare” for tomorrow night.

“Bring it,” Lila shot back, her voice clear as the evening sky.

That got a cheer.

She belonged now, and everyone knew it.

That’s how you start a revolution.

With one soul at a time.

***

Sunset wrote its final lines across the deck, spilling molten light over the chrome rail and bathing Lila in gold as she approached. The wind had dropped to a hush. Overhead, the sky was endless, a gradient from orange blaze to midnight blue with just enough clouds to make the whole thing look like a movie set.

She wasn’t the same girl who’d almost folded in the galley this morning. Every step now had weight. Purpose. She glided across the upper deck, head high, arms swinging loose at her sides, the barest hint of a smile haunting those perfect lips.

I watched, heart caught in my throat, as she planted herself right beside me at the stern rail.

For a second, she just watched the horizon.

Then she spoke. Voice level, clear, more real than I’d ever heard it.

“I’ve been living someone else’s version of me. My parents. Nathan. Every man who ever tried to fix me, or own me, or make me fit a picture I didn’t ask for.”

She licked her lips, eyes bright with unshed tears but not afraid. “But I don’t want that anymore. I want to know who I really am. No masks. No scripts.”

The confession hung between us, raw.

I let it sit. No platitudes. No Captain’s monologue. Just a quiet witness, the way I’d always hoped someone would do for me.

Lila’s hands gripped the rail, knuckles tight. “I want to be brave like the other women. But not if it means becoming someone I’m not. I want to matter—to you, to our family, to myself.”

I’d spent a lifetime perfecting my performance, slipping into the skin of whoever or whatever was required: the attentive partner for my ex, the boss behind the desk, the obedient shadow moving within society’s tight expectations. I only ever felt like myself out here, wind whipping off the open sea, the boat rocking beneath my feet, and the women I cherished at my side.

I shifted, planting my elbows on the rail beside her so we were shoulder to shoulder, horizon rolling out in front of us like a promise. My voice didn’t waver. It never did, not when I said what I meant. Not when I was this close to honesty.

“You don’t have to match anyone, Lila. Maybe the bravest thing in the world is figuring out what you want, not just what you’re supposed to want.”

She nodded, slow and thoughtful.

That was when Kylie made her entrance, all hips and energy, but with a tenderness she usually reserved for aftermaths and hangovers.

She plopped down cross-legged at our feet, chin in hand, eyes up. “You look about a million times lighter tonight. Want to tell us what changed?”

Lila laughed, startled by the sudden honesty. “I finally decided to stop running.”

“Hell yeah,” Kylie shot back. “Took me twenty-one years and a lot of tequila to get there myself.”

She went serious, rare, but she wore it well. “We’re not asking you to be like us, babe. Not even a little.” She reached up, squeezed Lila’s hand. “We’re just asking if you want to discover who you already are. Rule number one on this boat? There’s no template for the new you. We’ll help you figure it out.”

Lila gazed at her, the relief so thick it was almost a second skin.

Before anyone could reply, Nathan’s voice echoed up the stairwell, full of panic and manufactured outrage.

“Lila? Lila, where are you? We need to talk, immediately.”

He stomped across the main deck, calling her name like a preacher at a tent revival, each repetition more desperate than the last.

Kylie rolled her eyes. “He’s like horror movie music. Every time you think it’s safe, here comes the theme song again.”

I grinned, caught Lila’s glance, and tipped my head toward the companionway.

“Let’s go somewhere he can’t follow.”

She didn’t hesitate. Not even a little.

We ducked down the passage, Kylie leading with her phone out for “evidence,” Lila hot on her heels, me bringing up the rear.

As we hit the door of the primary suite, Nathan’s voice carried one last time:

“This isn’t funny, Lila. You’re embarrassing yourself. Come out this instant!”

Kylie stuck her tongue out and closed the door in his face. I threw the lock.

Inside, the hush was so pure it rang.

This was no longer a rescue mission.

It was Lila’s first real taste of freedom.

And I couldn’t wait to see what she’d do with it.

***

Locking the door was like firing a starter pistol.

The second the world was shut outside, Lila’s whole posture changed. She exhaled, slow and shaky, as if her lungs were relearning how to breathe. Her dress, simple and clingy, moved with her body instead of hiding it. She didn’t clutch at it, didn’t run for cover, just stood in the beam of low sunlight and let herself be seen.

She pivoted, and before words could land between us, Lila dove headlong into the deep end. “I want to feel what Tessa felt, and Emma too. I want…” Her gaze crashed over me, hot and starving, devouring the space between us. “I’m tired of locking up the person who’s aching to explode out. If I’m taking back control of my life, I don’t want to hold back another second. I just…” Her breath caught, unsteady. “I don’t even know how to start. Or what the hell I’m doing.”

The admission hung in the air, raw and trembling, almost electric—the wave of her sudden need crashing through both of us.

Kylie replied first, surprisingly gentle. She padded over, cupped Lila’s cheek, and said: “There’s no script here. No pressure. No rules except what you want.”

Lila’s lips fell open, her breath trembling between us. Her eyes were wide, startled, but hunger flickered there, urgent and unmasked. “I want… I want to know what it’s like.” The words came out raw, barely more than a whisper, but she didn’t look away; her gaze darted to mine and locked, holding fast. “Really know. But I’m terrified I’ll get it wrong. I’m… inexperienced.”

Admission hovered in the space between us, honest and exposed. Her uncertainty throbbed in the air, as palpable as a racing pulse. She wanted this, wanted me, but fear laced every syllable. Still, she clung to the moment, not letting the hope slip, fiercely vulnerable.

Kylie grinned, full of mischief but so, so kind. “There’s no wrong, babe. Only what feels good. And if you say stop, we stop.”

She tugged Lila in for a hug, soft, long, a wild woman’s arms wrapped around the girl who’d never been allowed to choose. She crumpled for a second, then straightened, hugging Kylie back with all her strength.

I watched, letting the storm circulate, patient as driftwood in a hurricane.

Kylie peeled away, her hands on Lila’s shoulders. “Let’s get comfortable, yeah?”

I took the cue and offered Lila the first move, bed, couch, floor, my lap. Whatever she wanted, right now.

She picked the center of the big bed. She slid up near the headboard, bare thighs tucked under, staring at the ridiculous size of the mattress like it was a challenge.

Kylie joined her, cross-legged, hands relaxed. I followed, sitting close but not crowding. I let them both set the pace.

For a long moment, there was nothing but the sound of their breath and the echo of Nathan’s frantic shouts from the other side of the bulkhead.

Then Kylie took charge, in her own way.

She scooted behind Lila and started undoing the tiny buttons on her dress, slow and deliberate. She whispered into Lila’s ear, every love note a permission slip, every tease an invitation.

“You don’t have to be anyone else. Ever again. Just say what you want, what you crave.”

Lila shivered, cheeks going rose-pink, but she didn’t pull away. She let Kylie peel back her dress, inch by inch, unveiling creamy golden skin, the shimmer of freckles across her shoulders, and the flawless rise of her full, unimaginably perfect breasts.

She wasn’t wearing a bra. Her nipples were already stiff, dark and begging for attention, framed by the perfect scoop of D-cup curves that made my cock start to harden, fast.

Kylie circled Lila with both arms, cupping her tits in a perfect squeeze. “Look at these,” she purred. “Built for sin. You have no idea how good you’re gonna feel.”

Lila just moaned, nerves colliding with hunger.

Kylie leaned in and kissed her. First the tip of her shoulder, then her neck, finally the line of her jaw. Lila gasped, her body trembling, but when Kylie offered her lips, Lila didn’t hesitate.

The kiss started soft, grew greedy.

Kylie molded Lila’s tits, thumbs rolling the nipples, coaxing tiny helpless noises from her throat. She nibbled Lila’s earlobe, letting the sound of her gasps fill the suite.

“God, you’re gorgeous,” Kylie whispered. “I want to taste every inch of you.”

I couldn’t wait any longer. I moved in, hands gentle, cupping Lila’s calf before sliding up the inside of her thigh. Her legs parted without a word, a dream of soft gold and shadow, the promise of what waited under her hemline making my cock throb against my jeans.

Kylie gave me a wicked grin. “You like the view, Cap?”

I barely trusted my voice. “She’s unreal. Absolute perfection.”

Lila trembled, not in fear, but anticipation. She wanted this. She was ready.

Kylie kissed her again, deeper, her hand slipping between Lila’s thighs. She traced slow, teasing circles up the length of Lila’s pussy through the thin cotton of her panties.

Lila let out a shocked, giddy moan. “Oh! That’s—God, that’s…”

Kylie laughed, low and dirty. “That’s just the start.”

She worked her way lower, and I helped, rolling Lila’s panties down over her hips. When they fell away, I finally saw her.

She was everything I wanted, tight, smooth, perfectly trimmed, pink as a sunrise, lips flush with arousal and already gleaming with her own wetness.

I leaned in and kissed her inner thigh, then the crease just above her pelvis. Lila shivered, hands flying to grab the sheets.

“Now you’re really blushing,” Kylie teased, pinching both nipples until Lila whimpered.

I gazed up at her. “You want me to taste you, Lila?”

She nodded, desperate, eyes glassy. “Please. I need—”

That was all I needed.

I hooked her thighs over my shoulders and pulled her hips to the edge of the bed. Her pussy was open and ready, glistened with promise. I licked her, slow at first, savoring the taste. Pure sweetness, subtle and unique, like the rarest summer fruit.

She jerked, nearly off the bed.

“Oh my God,” she gasped, voice gone ragged.

I ate her like she was my first meal after a shipwreck, tongue tracing every slick fold, lips locked on her clit, fingers spreading her open so I could memorize the shape of her, the perfect, delicate symmetry.

Kylie’s hands never stopped moving. She cupped Lila’s breasts, massaged her scalp, whispered filthy encouragements while she watched.

Lila’s body arched, her ass leaving the bed as she tried to grind harder against my mouth.

“Don’t stop, don’t stop, please—more—”

I slipped a finger inside, testing, gentle as sunlight. She was tight, hot, a velvet vice already contracting with every moan.

I circled her clit with my tongue and crooked my finger just right. Within seconds, Lila shattered.

She came hard, a wild shriek bursting from her lips. Her pussy clamped down with surprising, beautiful force, soaking my mouth, my chin, the sheets. I kept licking, working her through every aftershock, until her body finally sagged limp against the mattress.

I grinned up at Kylie, who high-fived me over Lila’s convulsing thighs.

“That was insane,” Lila whispered. “I never—oh, wow—”

Kylie nuzzled her cheek. “See? You don’t have to perform. Just feel.”

But Lila wasn’t done.

She fumbled for Kylie’s hand, dragged her down until they were tangled together, tits mashed, mouths hungry.

Kylie climbed atop her, straddling Lila’s leg, grinding her own slick pussy against Lila’s thigh. She kissed Lila deep, tongue sliding between lips, one hand fondling both their breasts at once.

I slid behind Kylie, running my hands up her back, one hand under her crop top the other palming her perfect ass.

She bucked back, moaning loud. “God, baby, you know how to get a girl’s motor running.”

I peeled her crop top up and off, freeing her tanned, athletic torso. Her tits were perfect, high and round, nipples brown and stiff with want. I squeezed, rolling the nipples between my thumbs while I kissed my way down her neck.

Kylie shuddered, grinding harder on Lila’s thigh while Lila’s hands explored, tentative at first, then greedy. She cupped Kylie’s tits, gasping in wonder at the way they fit in her small hands.

“Is it always this intense?” Lila asked, face pure awe.

Kylie grinned, sweat slicking her skin. “With him? Always.”

I fueled the chaos by slipping my hand down to Kylie’s pussy and stroking her slit. She was drenched, as usual.

She whimpered, then reached back, yanked my cock free from my jeans with a single practiced motion.

“Get up here,” she demanded. “Let Lila see what the fuss is about.”

I knelt on the bed, letting my cock swing into view.

Lila’s eyes widened. She reached out, tentative, then wrapped both hands around my shaft, squeezing at the base and trailing her fingers up the length like she was handling a miracle.

She licked her lips, then, guided by confidence she didn’t know she had, took the head into her mouth.

She sucked, gentle, savoring the taste, her eyes never leaving mine.

I groaned, lost in it.

Kylie raked her nails down my chest, then straddled my thigh, grinding herself in time with Lila’s mouth on my cock.

After a few minutes, I couldn’t stand it. I pulled Lila up, kissed her hard, tasting her own slick on her tongue.

We sprawled onto the bed, Lila on her back, Kylie spooned up behind her, stroking her nipples and whispering encouragement.

I positioned myself between Lila’s legs, cock poised at her opening.

“You sure, baby?” I asked, voice hoarse.

She nodded, fierce, eyes gone predatory. “I want you inside me. I want you to be my first.”

“No going back,” I warned.

“I don’t want to. Make me yours.”

I lined up and pressed forward, slow, deliberate. Her pussy stretched, impossibly tight, heat swallowing me inch by inch.

The pleasure hit with the force of a tidal wave, so powerful it nearly wiped out thought. I clamped my jaw shut, biting down hard to stifle the moan clawing at my throat. Claiming virgins was becoming a rite of passage aboard True North.

For an electric instant, my head pulsed and vision dimmed, every nerve alight as my cock strained even harder, impossibly rigid, each throb sending another jolt of raw adrenaline whipping down my spine. My toes curled and I hung on, riding out the wild surge as it ripped through me, blinding and sweet and absolute.

Lila gasped but didn’t flinch. If anything, she clung to my arms, hauling me deeper.

The resistance was real, but her body wanted this. She was made for it, wet and ready, every muscle fluttering in anticipation.

I breached her hymen with a careful push. She cried out, tears spilling down her cheeks, but she didn’t say stop.

Kylie kissed Lila’s neck, holding her close, whispering encouragement.

I paused, letting her adjust. Her pussy twitched around my cock, so hot and eager I almost lost it.

Lila swallowed hard, blinked through the tears, and gave a shaky laugh. “It hurts, but it also feels… amazing. Like being alive for the first time.”

I kissed her, soft, worshipful, then started moving, slow as a tide.

Her body adapted fast. The pain faded. Within a minute, she was writhing, meeting every thrust, grinding her hips to take me all the way in. For a girl who grew up in a church, she had a body built for sin.

Kylie watched, hand roaming from Lila’s tits to her clit, rubbing in gentle circles that made Lila’s eyes cross with pleasure.

I fucked her, deep and slow, savoring every pulse, every gasp. My cock throbbed inside her, every movement magnified by her perfect, velvet squeeze.

Kylie leaned in, sucking Lila’s nipples, biting gently until Lila arched off the bed.

She started to come again, body clamping down, cunt pulsing around my cock, every muscle in her frame shuddering with release.

I gritted my teeth, fighting not to explode.

Lila clung to me, tears and laughter mixing. “Oh my god—did you feel that? I can’t believe it.”

“You’re a goddess,” I told her, and meant every word.

We kept going. I shifted her hips, changed angles. Kylie joined in, kissing Lila everywhere, guiding my hand to her clit, then begging for her own turn.

It was a delirious fever dream, the three of us tangled together, slick with sweat and salt and need, every new angle another shockwave running straight to my cock. I barely remembered how I transitioned between them. One second, I was buried to the hilt inside Lila, her ass arched high in the air, those bluebell eyes pleading over her shoulder for more. Then I was yanking Kylie beneath me, her body already bucking with anticipation, her thighs locking around my hips as I drove into her so hard it made the headboard slam the wall.

Kylie was pure carnage in bed, scratching, biting, daring me to break her while she screamed curses and encouragement in equal measure. Lila was a paradox, all softness and awe, but her body wanted punishment and worship in the same breath. The fucking became choreography, a push-pull between wild hunger and trembling reverence, with me and Kylie battling for dominance over Lila’s surrender, and Lila playing muse to every damned urge we had.

I switched up again, pulling out of Kylie just as she reached back to claw my chest, then rolled her onto her stomach and mounted her from behind. She slapped her own ass, cackling, “Harder, Cap! Come on, show her how it’s done.” I gripped her hips, thrust fast and brutal, the slap of our bodies echoing off the bulkhead, but even through all that noise I could hear Lila’s ragged, desperate breathing just above us as she squirmed on the sheets, watching, learning, wanting her turn.

We made a chain, Kylie on her elbows, Lila kneeling in front of her, kissing her hungrily while I fucked Kylie from behind. Lila reached down and started playing with her own clit, fingers trembling but determined, her eyes locked to where my cock pistoned in and out of Kylie’s soaking cunt. I reached around, grabbed Lila by the hair, and fed her the kiss she was dying for, tongues clashing, the taste of sweat and sex electric between us. Lila moaned into my mouth, her hips rocking in time with the rhythm, and for a second I almost came right then, the image too much, too perfect, too fucking hot.

But I wanted more, needed to see Lila take it. I sprawled back, guided Lila onto my lap, and let her sink down onto my cock, inch by slow inch. She whimpered, the stretch still new, but she never broke eye contact. She rode me, hesitant at first, then with growing confidence, rolling her hips and using me like I was her own secret drug. Kylie wasn’t about to let herself be sidelined; she straddled my face, lowering her pussy over my mouth, grinding herself against my tongue while I devoured her, hands spread wide to feel the wild flex of her thighs as she came undone.

We made a circuit of it, swapping places every time one of us got close, until all three of us were shaking, sweat pooling in the hollow of my back, the bedding a hopeless tangle of salt and wet. I fucked Lila with Kylie riding my face, then flipped them both so I was behind Lila, pushing into her while she ate Kylie’s pussy, the sounds of their cries and moans fusing into a single animal chorus.

It wasn’t just physical. There was this feedback loop, watching the way Lila’s innocence melted with every thrust, how Kylie’s raw lust made her more unfiltered and free. I’d never seen anything like it, and for a wild moment I wondered if this could go on forever, if we could just stay in this storm of breath and flesh and pleasure until the world outside the cabin dissolved into static.

Lila came again, full-body, her hands fisting the sheets, pussy clamping down so hard I nearly blacked out. Kylie came with her, this time silent, just a shudder and a strangled gasp as her body seized and let go. I was right behind them, could feel the telltale surge building in my balls, the point-of-no-return spooling tighter and tighter in my core.

Kylie, sensing it, grabbed Lila and spun her so she was on her back, legs spread wide. I knelt between her thighs, cock slick with both their juices, and lined up for one last, slow, deliberate push. Lila grabbed my arms, nails digging in, and pulled me down until our foreheads touched.

“Please,” she whispered, voice wrecked but certain. “I want it. All of it.”

I tried to hold back, wanted the moment to last, but the sight of her, dark hair haloed out on the pillow, lips swollen and trembling, body quivering with need, was too much. I started fucking her, deep and slow, then faster, chasing the edge with every thrust.

Kylie licked Lila’s neck, hands roaming everywhere, whispering encouragement in her ear while she locked eyes with me, daring me to lose control. “She’s yours now, Captain. Make her feel it.”

When I couldn’t hold back any longer, I warned her.

“Gonna cum, baby. Where do you want it?”

She didn’t hesitate.

“Inside me. Please. I want to feel it. I want all of it.”

I pounded her, slow and deep, locking eyes with Lila as I sank every inch of myself inside her. She was so tight, so impossibly warm, the fluttering grip of her body pushing me to the edge. I wanted to make this last, to savor every second, but her desperate moans and the wild, wet sounds of our bodies joined were more than my self-control could handle. The sensation built, pulsing up my spine, cresting with a force I couldn’t stop even if I’d tried.

I let go, burying my cock as deep as she could take, both hands gripping her hips so she wouldn’t drift away from me. The second I came, her pussy clamped down, milking me in tight, rhythmic pulses. I groaned, feeling every spasm as I pumped load after load inside her, the heat between us rising from a simmer to an inferno. Lila cried out with me, her whole body shaking, mouth open in wordless pleasure as she came again, this time in perfect sync with my own release.

It was like the world stuttered and then caught fire. I saw stars, actual flashes behind my eyelids as my cock emptied into her, every nerve ending screaming with pleasure and release. The sheets under us were soaked, her thighs trembling, my body drawn taut against hers like a bowstring. I could barely breathe, but I didn’t dare stop. I kept thrusting, shallow and slow, working every last aftershock out of her until she went limp in my arms.

Kylie, who’d been watching with feral delight, lost it too. She’d been grinding on Lila’s ass, humping the curve of her body while she watched us fuck. Now she clamped down with her thighs, hands locked in Lila’s hair, and came in a wave so violent she almost collapsed onto the mattress. She howled, a sound half laughter and half animal, collapsing face-first onto Lila’s back and riding out every twitch.

For a few seconds we were just a heap of bodies, tangled and sweating and gasping for air, no one in charge, no one apart. There was nothing but heat and laughter and the wet, sticky proof of what we’d done smeared all over the sheets and our skin.

I stayed inside Lila, holding her close, refusing to let a drop spill out. She kissed me, wild and free, then grabbed Kylie’s hand and bit it, laughing.

We tumbled together, all tangled limbs and lazy aftershocks.

The three of us lay there, messy and sticky and so fucking happy. Lila’s hair was wild, her skin flushed, her pussy leaking my cum down her thighs. Her tits rose and fell with each breath.

She looked at us both, finally, and said:

“I’m done being someone’s project. Someone’s property. I’m going to tell him, tomorrow. To his face.”

I nodded, pride like nothing I’d ever felt. “We believe in you.”

Kylie tucked a strand of hair behind Lila’s ear. “You don’t need us to fight your battle. But we’ll back you up if you ask.”

Lila smiled, all confidence now.

“I know. This is my turn.”

She curled up, nestled between us, and for the first time, slept like a woman who had nothing left to fear.

***

The world looked different at daybreak.

The air was cool and sharp, Mediterranean blue sky punching through the porthole, the sea outside streaked with lines of fire as the sun climbed up over the horizon. Every surface on True North glowed gold, like the whole boat had been reset overnight.

Lila slipped from our bed just after five, careful not to wake Kylie (spooned up behind her, arm slung loose around Lila’s waist) or me (though let’s be honest, I’d been half-awake, waiting to see what she’d do next).

She padded to the head, took a long, hot shower, and reemerged a new woman. Gone was the haunted church-girl. She’d left her hair loose and damp, the ends curling around her jaw. She’d found some of Kylie’s clothes in her dresser. Her outfit was all clean lines and vivid color, short skirt, braless top, shoulders thrown back. Her bare feet tapped across the corridor with authority.

She didn’t hesitate at the threshold to Nathan’s cabin. Not even a falter.

Inside, Nathan sat rigid at his desk, hands white-knuckled on the edge, jaw clenched so hard you could hear the teeth grind from three feet away. He looked like a man who’d bet everything on the wrong horse.

He expected her to run. Maybe to cry.

Lila didn’t give him the satisfaction.

She stepped in, leaving the door wide open behind her for the world to bear witness, letting the morning light spill across the threshold and into his private darkness.

Nathan stared, eyes like frostbite.

Lila squared up, every inch a promise.

“We need to talk,” she said, voice even, unhurried. “About who I am. And who I’m not.”

He opened his mouth, but she shut him down with a look.

For a heartbeat, nobody breathed.

There it was. The stand-off.

He glared, wounded pride leaking out with every labored inhale.

She stared right back, steady as a lighthouse. Unbreakable.

For the first time, you could see it: Nathan was terrified. Not of her, exactly but of the truth he’d never dare speak.

She waited. She owned the silence.

This was her fight now.


Chapter ten
Breaking Point


The world outside Nathan's cabin burned orange and red, pure Moroccan heat flooding the passageway where I stood, ready to step in if needed. Inside the doorframe, Lila's silhouette cut through that golden light, her still-wet hair catching fire at the edges. She'd planted herself squarely in the threshold, not retreating, not advancing, with shoulders squared and eyes brighter than I'd ever seen them. The confrontation had already begun; I could feel it vibrating in the air between them like the low hum of the ship's engines.

Nathan looked up from his phone, startled. There was no mistaking the annoyance in his posture. He was a man used to owning the conversation, always the first and last word.

Not this time.

Lila didn’t fidget. Didn’t apologize for existing. She squared her shoulders, chin up, and let the silence stretch just long enough to make him squirm.

He broke first. Of course he did. “Do you have something to say, Delilah?” he asked, voice syrupy sweet but sharp at the edges.

She didn’t flinch at the name game.

In fact, she smiled. I could feel the ripple of pride all the way through the hull.

“I’m not leaving this ship,” she said, clear as a bell. “Not for you, not for anyone. From now on, I’m doing what I want, when I want, with who I want. If you or my parents don’t like it, that’s your problem.”

The words hung there. Not a debate, not an invitation. A verdict. Final and unblinking.

Nathan actually recoiled. It wasn’t dramatic, but you could see the muscle in his jaw twitch, his hand tightening on the armrest like he’d been zapped with a cattle prod. For a split second, he looked almost… afraid. Then the mask snapped back into place, colder and meaner than before.

He stood, slow, measured. A lesser man might have tried to puff up, make himself look bigger, but Nathan just let the air get thick and ugly, every step closing the gap between them.

Lila held her ground. She was barely five-seven, barefoot, vulnerable as hell in her little skirt and brand-new confidence. But she didn’t back down an inch.

Nathan dropped his voice until it was barely more than a snake’s hiss. “You can mouth off all you want,” he sneered. “But your parents trust me to protect you from yourself. I’m the only thing standing between you and a pit of consequences you can’t even imagine.”

He took another step, and suddenly the gap was gone. The room was tiny, barely wide enough for the desk, cot, and the swampy tang of his aftershave. The only light was the slice of sun through the porthole, but it was enough to throw his face into sharp relief: flushed, tense, desperate.

“I know where you spent the night,” he said, pure poison now. “You think you’re clever, but you’re not the first church girl to lose her way on a pleasure cruise. You’re just the first stupid enough to think there won’t be consequences.”

Lila blinked, but didn’t drop her eyes. She waited him out.

Nathan bared his teeth, a predator who’d just realized the prey might have fangs of her own.

“Do you really think that man, or these people, will care about you when the cameras are gone?” he spat. “You keep this up, and I will cut you off from everyone you know and love. Your parents. Your siblings. Your church, your school, hell, I’ll have you blacklisted from every decent place you ever wanted to work. Don’t test me, Lila. I always win.”

Every word seemed to shrink the room another inch. I’d been in engine rooms during storms that felt less claustrophobic than that cabin.

But Lila didn’t break.

Her voice, soft, sure, the kind that could melt a glacier, cut right through the heat and threat.

“You think I’m afraid to be alone?” she asked, genuinely curious. “After this year? After everything?” She almost laughed, but there was a glint in her eye that was all vengeance, no joy. “That’s no threat. Try me.”

Nathan didn’t take it well. His hands curled into fists at his sides, the whites of his knuckles standing out like bone. He towered over her, not by much, but by enough to count if you were playing the old intimidation game.

The air stank of sweat and bad intent. The only sound was the slow pulse of the engines several decks below, and even that was drowned out by the tension in the space between Lila and Nathan.

He tried again, leaning in so close I half expected him to snap and grab her arm. “You’re going to regret this. Maybe not today, but soon. I’m giving you one last chance to do it the easy way. All you have to do is pack, keep your mouth shut, and follow my lead. Or—” His eyes flicked down the curve of her body, and there was nothing subtle about the judgment in his gaze. “—you can take your chances. But believe me, Delilah, you’ll pay for every ‘choice’ you make on this ship. Starting tonight.”

He straightened, as if expecting her to fold right then and there.

She didn’t blink.

Instead, Lila put both hands behind her back and rocked onto her heels, just a hint of a smile playing at her lips. “There’s nothing left you can take from me, Nathan. I’m already gone. The only difference is now I get to decide what my life feels like.”

That knocked the wind out of him. He didn’t have a script for this. For a woman who wasn’t scared, or impressed, or seeking permission.

He tried to regroup, but every word out of his mouth just made him look smaller, pettier.

“You’re acting like a child, an ungrateful one. If you had any respect for your parents—”

“If they respected me,” Lila snapped back, “they wouldn’t have sent you to police my soul.”

That landed. For the first time, Nathan hesitated. He looked at her, then at the door, then back, like maybe he’d miscalculated the terrain.

She didn’t give him another second to line up the old arguments.

“You’re not my priest,” she said, almost gently. “You’re not my family. You’re not even my friend. I’m not hiding or apologizing for who I am anymore.”

She paused, savoring the weight of her next line.

“And if Cole is who I want, then trust me, I’m not ashamed. Not even a little.”

The silence that followed was dense enough to choke a man.

Nathan’s face went white, bright red, then a sick mottled pink. For a moment I thought he’d swing, or throw something, just to reassert the old balance.

But Lila had already flipped the script. She owned the cabin. She owned the air.

All Nathan had left in his arsenal was the powerless anger of a man whose world had just stopped spinning his way.

He balled his fists so tight his nails dug into his palms, glowering at Lila with the barely-contained fury of a zealot robbed of an altar.

“If you leave this room now,” he whispered, “there’s no coming back. I don’t forgive. And you will be alone.”

I’d spent half my adult life walking into rooms where I wasn’t wanted. Boardrooms, sponsor summits, plea-bargaining sessions between men who thought respect came with volume. But nothing ever felt as electric as stepping into Nathan’s cabin right then, with Lila squared off against him, sunlight leaking in like a spotlight.

The second I stepped into the room, both their heads snapped toward me. Nathan’s face was twisted, all pinched lips and predator glare, but Lila, God, she looked like a goddess. Shoulders back, chin up, every muscle screaming I dare you.

I didn’t bother with pleasantries.

I let my frame fill the doorway, then shut the door behind me, slow and deliberate.

Nathan was the first to break the silence. “If this is about her little outburst—” he started.

I cut him off with a look. My patience was on vacation, and Nathan clearly hadn’t gotten the memo.

“On my ship, that’s not how we treat people,” I said, voice low and even. “You have two choices: you respect every person on this crew, or you’re off at the next port. And you stay away from Lila. If she wants you gone, you’re gone, no questions asked.”

You could see the wheels turning behind Nathan’s eyes. He was measuring the distance to the door, the angle of my shoulders, maybe even his odds if things got physical. But I didn’t bluff. Not about my crew, and never about women who’d already been hurt one time too many.

Nathan recovered, face tightening as he threw on a fresh costume of moral superiority. “You’re both making a huge mistake,” he intoned, shaking his head in theatrical disappointment. “You think this… sideshow is a substitute for family? Your parents will hear about this. In fact—” He turned, ice in his tone, and jabbed the cudgel straight at Lila. “If you choose this path, you’re finished in their eyes. All those years of sacrifice and faith, wasted.”

He meant to break her. To send her crawling back.

But Lila just smiled, cool as a cucumber, and stepped right up to my side. She didn’t hesitate. She slid her hand into mine, fingers lacing tight, steady as bedrock.

“My parents have my back,” she replied, and each word rang out clear. “And so does my True North family.” She squeezed my hand for emphasis, and I felt something wild and beautiful pulse through her grip. “For the first time in my life, I feel free. I’m not afraid of you or my future anymore.”

There was no bravado in her words. No apology. Just truth.

Nathan didn’t know what to do with that.

He stared at our joined hands like maybe he could unsee the evidence if he glared hard enough. His knuckles whitened on the edge of the desk, and for a heartbeat, I wondered if he’d lunge. But he just stood there, shoulders hunched, eyes darting from Lila to me and back like a dog cornered in a kitchen it once ruled.

I held the silence. Sometimes, letting weak men hear their own thoughts was the only way to break them.

Nathan tried again, but the fight was gone from his voice. “You’re not thinking straight. This life, this so-called ‘freedom’, it’s a mirage. When you’re left alone, desperate, you’ll wish you’d listened to someone who actually cared.”

Lila just grinned, her body shifting closer to mine until I could feel the heat of her through my shirt.

“I’m not alone,” she said. “Not anymore.”

I gave her hand a gentle squeeze and met Nathan’s gaze, steady as sunrise.

“Nothing about this crew is a sideshow,” I said. “We’re a family, even if it’s not the kind you write home about. You want to stay on board, you play by our rules. Period.”

Nathan drew himself up, tried to play alpha, but there was a crack in his armor now. He couldn’t outmuscle us, not on his best day, and he knew it.

He looked at the door, saw I was still in his way, and wilted just a hair.

“Don’t test me,” Nathan whispered, but the words barely stuck.

I smiled, not friendly, not forgiving, and stepped forward so I was towering over him. “Already have. You lost.”

The tension in the room shifted. It wasn’t hot anymore, just heavy, the kind of pressure you felt before a thunderstorm breaks. Nathan’s eyes flicked to Lila, one last shot at dominance, but she didn’t even blink.

United. Unbreakable. All the old games dead and buried.

For a long moment, nobody moved.

If Nathan knew what humiliation tasted like, he was living on a steady diet of it now. Still, he gave it one last, pitiful college try.

His voice dropped low, oily with “concern” and second-hand righteousness. “You’ve simply lost your way, Delilah,” he crooned, shaking his head with a saint’s regret. “But through God’s steady hand and your parents’ blessing, I’ll stay on this voyage. If you and Captain Everett permit it, of course.” He leveled a meaningful glance at me, the old lion trying to wrest back even a shred of authority. “I can help guide her back to the right path. There’s still hope.”

My jaw tightened hard enough to crack a molar. There was no universe where I was letting this chump play therapist with my girls, and after last night Lila was officially mine. I stepped forward, hand curling around the door handle, already rehearsing the speech for putting Nathan’s ass on the next tender to shore.

But Lila, sweet Lila, had other plans.

She touched my arm, barely a whisper, but it slammed the brakes on every instinct I had.

“Wait,” she said.

I looked at her, and the storm in her eyes was gone, replaced by a sunrise so wild and assured it made every inch of me stand taller.

A sly, secret smile curled her lips. “Let him stay. I want him to see.”

She didn’t give Nathan a second to regroup.

She rose up on her toes, grabbed the back of my neck, and pulled me into a kiss that belonged on the cover of every airport bodice-ripper in America.

Her lips crashed into mine, soft, demanding, more claim than question. I opened for her, tongue meeting hers in a slow, unhurried duel that turned the world molten. She threaded her fingers through my hair, tugging just hard enough to make my cock throb, her body flush to mine with a hunger that said everything words couldn’t.

I lost myself in it, hands on her waist, palms splayed wide. We kissed for what felt like hours, tongues dancing, lips pressing, the air between us thick with the taste of sunshine and wild possibility.

Lila moaned quietly into my mouth, shifting closer, hips brushing against me, every inch a dare to the man glued to the desk behind her.

I cupped her face with one hand, deepening the kiss, savoring the way her body melted against mine. She didn’t rush, not for Nathan, not for anyone. This was her show now, and she played it out in full technicolor.

When she finally pulled back, both of us breathless, she kept her hand locked in my hair, holding my gaze.

Behind us, Nathan was beet red, his pale skin gone the color of cherry pie at a church bake-off. He looked like he might faint or murder someone, maybe both.

His knuckles blanched white as he dug into the desk, the tendons in his neck standing out like bridge cables. But he didn’t move. Didn’t say a word.

Lila turned to face him again, cheeks flushed from the kiss, eyes clear and blazing.

She didn’t gloat. Didn’t even smile.

She just looked at him, regal, unafraid, devastatingly present.

“That’s what freedom looks like,” she said, soft but unwavering.

Nathan looked away first. His pride had finally cracked. He mumbled some garbled nonsense under his breath, but everyone in that cabin knew who’d won.

Lila didn’t wait for permission.

She took my hand, straightened her spine, and walked out of the room like the ship’s own queen.

Behind us, Nathan sat, face ruined by rage and impotence, the desk creaking from the force of his grip.

But for the first time, the only thing that mattered was the warmth of Lila’s hand in mine, her head high, her body pressed to my side as we stepped back into the sun.

The true revolution had started.

And the harem, our family, had just crowned its newest legend.


Chapter eleven
Church Girl


Ihadn’t even made it halfway up the companionway before I felt the pulse of energy radiating from the top deck. Not storm tension, not even the usual high-octane bickering of half a dozen women let off the leash. No, this was something wilder, a kind of fever that chased the shadows out from every corner and set the air itself humming.

By the time I hit sunlight, I was ready for anything.

What I wasn’t ready for was Lila, exploding onto the scene like a firework at midnight.

She walked out onto the teak, still damp from her shower, her black hair swinging loose and glossy down her back. But it was the bikini, a thin, blindingly white triangle that would’ve gotten most women cited for indecency on any public beach, that did the real damage. The way it clung to her body was pure poetry: the deep scoop of her top barely containing the swell of her D-cup curves, straps thin as hope, bottoms cut high and criminal, flashing more golden thigh than should be legal for this latitude.

The sight hit me straight in the solar plexus. For half a second, I just stood there, drinking her in.

Lila saw me, locked eyes, and her whole body lit up. Gone was the girl who flinched from attention. In her place stood a goddess, smiling easy, arms swinging loose at her sides, every inch aching to be wanted.

She didn’t hesitate.

She just owned it.

The rest of the crew sprawled across the sunpad like it was an altar. Summer, legs thrown wide, tanned skin gleaming with oil, shot me a lazy thumbs-up as she propped herself on both elbows and watched the show. Kylie and Brooke posed for selfies, angle after angle, but even they kept one eye glued to Lila. Today, even the harem’s seasoned showgirls knew when to yield center stage.

Emma, perched at the edge of the group, sipped her drink and tried to look casual, but her bounce of laughter gave away her delight. Tessa and Lila must’ve shared a makeup session, because Tessa’s own red hair was wild and loose, her bikini top askew, but her eyes never left Lila, as if trying to memorize the transformation.

Even Lila’s walk was different. She didn’t slink or sneak or cower; she strode, slow and proud, every line in her body relaxed, like she’d finally finished shedding the last layer of old skin.

She beamed when she saw me. Like I was the first sunrise after a hundred nights of storm.

“Good god, baby, you’ll give the neighbors a heart attack,” I said, trying to play it cool, but the hitch in my breath gave me away.

Lila hovered at the edge of the sunpad, flashing a wicked grin. “Funny, I was hoping to give you one first.”

Summer cackled, slapping the deck. “That’s how you do it, Bluebell! Give the man a reason to sweat!”

Nathan, lurking at the aft rail like a ghost who’d missed the boat to the afterlife, just gaped. The look in his eyes was pure trainwreck: a toxic smoothie of horror, humiliation, and the kind of suppressed arousal that would’ve made any decent therapist book him a double session. But he didn’t move a muscle. He just watched, helpless, as Lila claimed every inch of space he’d tried so hard to keep her out of.

Even better, Evan was posted up with his camera, catching every angle. The kid’s hands trembled so bad he almost missed the first shot, but he recovered quick. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted him zeroing in on Lila’s curves as if they were the last safe harbor in a world gone mad.

Lila ignored all of it. For her, there was only me.

She beckoned, crooking her finger. “Captain? I need a hand with my sunscreen. Can you help?”

She delivered the line with so much innocence it was practically a sin.

I played along, heart pounding. “Front or back?”

“Start with my shoulders,” she purred, “and we’ll work our way around.”

I crossed the deck, every eye on me. Lila sat on the edge of the sunpad, swinging her legs, and fished a bottle of coconut SPF from between Tessa’s knees.

When I reached her, she leaned back, baring her back and neck, the thin spaghetti strap of her top cutting a sharp line across her golden skin. She didn’t shy away from the touch; she arched into it, sighing as my hands found her bare shoulders.

God, she felt good. Warm and smooth, a faint tremor under the surface as I massaged lotion into her skin. The scent was dizzying, coconut, salt, and the faint perfume of her post-shower softness.

I took my time, kneading her traps, sliding down to the line of her bikini top, not caring that half the women on deck were rating my technique out loud.

“Cap, you gotta work the lotion in circles,” Kylie teased. “Deep tissue. That’s how you make a girl melt.”

“Noted,” I said, and squeezed harder.

Lila moaned, real and unguarded. “God, that’s sooo much better than last time.”

She arched her back, offering up even more skin. It wasn’t just an act. She was hungry for it, hungry for the touch, for the gaze, for the way the world itself bent to her want.

I worked down her spine, then around to her ribs, digging my thumbs into the lines just beneath her top. Her body flexed with every pass.

Then, with zero hesitation, Lila caught my wrist and guided my hand up, straight to her left breast.

Every conversation died at once.

“You missed a spot, Captain,” she whispered, not even trying to hide her intent.

Summer whooped. “Hot damn, go for it!”

Emma giggled, Tessa gasped and blushed, but didn’t look away. Brooke hid her smirk behind her wine glass.

Nathan actually made a small choking noise.

Evan just kept filming, wide-eyed, as if afraid to blink and miss even a second of the action.

Lila was fully in control, and I loved every second.

I palmed her breast, feeling the weight, the bounce, the way the thin white fabric barely kept her tit from spilling free. I squeezed, slow and gentle, letting my thumb roll across the nipple until it stiffened, pebbling against the bikini top.

She moaned again, softer this time, but with a heat that made my cock twitch in anticipation.

“You sure about this?” I murmured, not wanting to push.

She didn’t just nod. She leaned back, pressing her breast firmer into my hand. “I want everyone to know I’m yours. Every part of me.”

God, she was perfect.

I went with it, massaging both breasts now, not caring who watched. I wanted to give her the memory, the show, the proof that nothing would ever put her back in a box again.

“Milk it, Cap!” Summer hollered. “She’s got enough to feed an army.”

Kylie deadpanned. “Or at least a few hungry harem wives.”

They all cracked up, the whole deck gripped by the spectacle.

Nathan, meanwhile, looked ready to jump overboard or combust. His face turned a violent shade of red; if hate could kill, I’d be a ghost already.

Evan zoomed in, catching the spill of Lila’s tit over my hand, the way her mouth hung open in bliss.

Lila didn’t break character for a second.

She twisted, straddled my lap, and the whole deck went still.

She wasn’t just sitting on me. She was claiming a throne, hitching her legs around my hips and grinding her perfect ass right down onto my rapidly hardening cock.

For a second, the world vanished.

She kissed me, hard, tongue pushing into my mouth, her hands fisting in my hair. It wasn’t demure, wasn’t gentle, she wanted to leave a mark, and she did.

My hands went straight to her ass, squeezing, guiding her rhythm as she rocked against me. Her breathing hitched, her tits jiggled, and when I bit her lower lip she moaned loud enough for the whole Indian Ocean to hear.

She came up for air, eyes wild and glassy.

“This is my freedom,” she whispered, hot and urgent. “Take it. Take all of me.”

I met her gaze, finding not a trace of the old fear. This was a woman who’d gone through the fire and come out the other side hungry for more.

She leaned in, lips at my ear. Whatever she whispered, it was pure filth, more daring than anything I’d heard from even Summer which was saying something. The line hit my nervous system like a lightning bolt; I couldn’t help it, I barked a laugh, half-shock, half-lust.

“You’re dangerous,” I told her, voice raw.

She just grinned wider.

I couldn’t wait another second.

I scooped her up, lifting her clear off my lap. She squealed, legs wrapping around my waist, arms locking behind my neck.

The whole deck erupted, Summer and Kylie cheering, Emma clapping, even Tessa whooping softly behind her hand. Brooke raised her glass in a silent salute.

Nathan slammed his fist on the rail, utter defeat carved into every miserable crease of his face.

Evan chased us with the camera, filming every step as I marched Lila down the deck toward the privacy of the primary suite.

She didn’t hide her face. She didn’t curl up or laugh nervously.

She just stared straight into the lens, eyes blazing, jaw set, as if daring the whole world to try and take this away.

At the door, I turned, caught the tableau behind us.

Women sprawled, sweat-slick and gleaming in the dying sun. Lila, luminous in my arms, body pressed close. Nathan, slack-jawed at the rail, powerless at last. Evan, forever memorializing an exodus that would set the new order for years to come.

I kicked the door open, never breaking stride.

Lila tightened her grip on my neck, planting kisses along my jaw as if she wanted to brand me.

Inside, the hush was total.

But outside, on the deck, the legend of Lila’s arrival had already taken root.

That’s how you start a revolution.

***

The split-second the door closed, the world outside vanished. Silence wrapped the suite in velvet. The only thing that mattered was Lila, wild in my arms, the slow burn of her confidence melting into something richer, vulnerability, hunger, a kind of raw hope that you could taste in the air.

I set her down, and she didn’t hesitate, not for a heartbeat. Her hands went straight for the knot on her bikini top, but there was a tremor there, nerves chasing after certainty, like adrenaline at the edge of a cliff.

She flashed me a sheepish, perfect smile. “You make me feel like I can do anything,” she said, and the way her voice shook made my heart stutter.

I didn’t let her rush. I guided her hands away, took over with slow, deliberate care.

“Let me,” I said, savoring the sound of her breathing as I slipped the knot loose and peeled the triangle top away.

The view nearly brought me to my knees.

Lila’s tits were a masterpiece, full, round, high, each nipple a dark, perfect coin that pebbled the second I brushed my thumb across it. The white bikini left hard lines that framed every inch of her tan, a contrast so obscene it should’ve been classified as a controlled substance. She stood there, trembling slightly, arms at her sides, letting me look, letting me want.

I drank her in, slow.

“Jesus, you’re gorgeous,” I told her. “You don’t even know, do you?”

She blushed, but this time she didn’t shrink. Instead, she cupped her own breasts and jiggled them, just a little, all pride and nervous giggle. “I hoped you’d like them.”

I grinned, unable to look away. “You’ll break me, Lila. I swear.”

She grinned right back, a little less shaky now.

I knelt, kissed the line of her stomach, traced the edge of her bikini bottoms. She shuddered, hips hitching forward as if she couldn’t stand another minute with anything between us.

I hooked my thumbs in the waistband, hardly more than a suggestion of fabric, and drew them down, inch by inch, exposing more golden skin, the soft V of her pelvis, the sweet bare mound already glistening with arousal. Her pussy was art: tight lips, perfectly trimmed, pink and hungry, slick with need even before I touched her.

I looked up, found her gaze.

“You sure?”

Lila didn’t flinch. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

That was enough.

I eased her backwards, letting her tumble onto the bed, hair fanned across the pillows, tits proud and offered, thighs parted just enough to drive me insane.

She was shaking, but not with fear.

I stripped fast, not bothering with theatrics. My cock sprang free, heavy and ready, dripping pre-cum at the tip.

Lila’s eyes went wide. “God, it looks even bigger up close,” she admitted.

I barked a laugh, stroking it slow for show. “We’ll go as slow as you want, baby. This is all for you tonight.”

She nodded, biting her lip, all nerves and anticipation.

I started with her mouth, kissing her deep, tangling her tongue with mine, hands roaming her body, worshipping every curve. I squeezed her tits, rolling the nipples between my fingers, making her moan low in her chest.

She threaded her hands through my hair, desperate, wild, the shyness all burned off by the heat of the moment.

I shifted lower, kissing between the valley of her breasts, then lower, down her ribs, her soft belly, the subtle lines of muscle flexing with every breath.

When I reached her pussy, I let my breath ghost across her skin.

She whimpered, thighs opening wider.

“You want my mouth?” I teased.

“Please, Cole. Please—I want to feel everything.”

No force in the universe could’ve kept me away.

I dove in, licking her slow at first, tasting the sweetness of her arousal. She jerked at the first contact, hands flying to my scalp, clutching tight.

I circled her clit, gentle, then firmer, drawing out every gasp, every shudder. She bucked against my mouth, trying to grind herself onto my tongue.

She was so wet, juices leaking down to the crease of her ass, slick and hot.

I slipped a finger inside, letting her adjust to the stretch. She clamped down instantly, muscles milking me, a velvet vise desperate to be filled.

“Oh my god,” she gasped. “Don’t stop. Please—don’t ever stop—”

I ate her like it was the only thing that mattered, flicking and sucking her clit, pumping two fingers into her until she was right on the edge.

She came hard. So hard her back left the mattress, tits shaking, every line in her body strung tight as a bow. She screamed my name, voice half-shocked, half-ecstatic, and her pussy flooded my mouth with proof.

I kept licking, drawing out every aftershock, until she collapsed in a puddle of tears and laughter.

She stared at me, dazed, hair wild, cheeks flushed.

“I could die happy right now,” she said, voice wrecked but blissful.

I wiped my chin and kissed her, letting her taste herself on my tongue.

Lila surprised me then. She pushed me back, rolling until I was flat on my back, cock hard and desperate between my legs.

She climbed down, all feline grace, and knelt at the end of the bed, eyes locked on my shaft.

She wrapped both hands around the base, squeezing, stroking, marveling at the weight, the heat.

“I’ve never done this before, not really,” she admitted, cheeks pink. “Tell me if I’m doing it wrong.”

“No wrong, baby. Only pleasure.”

She leaned in, kissed the tip, then licked a bead of pre-cum, face going sweet with awe. She opened her mouth and took just the head between her lips, swirling her tongue in a way that made me groan out loud.

“You’re perfect,” I told her, running my fingers through her hair.

She bobbed her head, a little unsure at first, then more confident, hand twisting in time with her mouth as she took more of me with every go.

She gagged, slightly, but didn’t stop. She just pulled off, caught her breath, and tried again.

God, the sight of her there, on her knees, hair tangled, lips wrapped around my cock, was almost enough to push me over.

She licked the shaft, then took half of me inside, pumping the rest with her fist. Her eyes were wild, locked on mine.

She moaned around my cock, sending vibrations straight up my spine.

It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen.

I let her work, savoring every second, until my balls pulled tight.

“Gonna cum soon,” I warned, voice ragged.

She grinned, kept going, sucking harder, faster, as if she wanted to own the moment.

I had to yank her off to keep from blowing right then and there.

She giggled, crawling up the bed to straddle my hips, tits swinging as she positioned herself over my cock.

She grabbed my length, lined me up, and pressed the tip against her entrance.

“I want you inside me,” she said, not a question, not a plea. A verdict.

I guided her hips, easing her down, inch by inch.

The stretch was insane. Her pussy was so tight, so hot, the sensation almost unbearable.

She gasped, bracing herself on my chest, eyes wide with shock and pleasure.

“It hurts a little, but god, it feels so good,” she whimpered.

We paused, letting her adjust, my hands soothing her thighs, my thumbs stroking her hips.

Her pussy fluttered, milking my cock as she settled all the way down, bottoming out, her ass flush against my thighs.

She started to move, slow at first, learning her rhythm, then faster, bolder.

She rode me like she’d been built for it, tits bouncing, sweat dripping down her ribcage, every roll of her hips grinding her clit against my pelvis.

I grabbed her breasts, kneading, pinching, feeding off her every moan.

She sped up, fucking herself with abandon, hair flying as she lost herself in the sensation.

She started to come again, pussy clamping down, scream ripped from her throat as she shuddered and shook atop me.

I held on, letting her ride out every wave.

When she finally sagged, limp and spent, I flipped her, putting her on hands and knees at the edge of the bed.

Her ass was a dream, round, golden, perfect, the curve begging for marks.

I slapped her, not gentle, and she gasped, looking back at me with eyes glazed and hungry.

I drove in from behind, burying my cock to the hilt in one thrust.

She cried out, but in pure, desperate want.

I slammed into her, every thrust sending a jolt up my spine, using her hips as handlebars because at that moment, Lila was my ride and I was never letting go. Her ass clapped against my hips, the sound ricocheting off the wood and glass, a metronome for the madness. I watched her back arch, watched the ripple of muscle under golden skin, watched the way her hair tumbled wild around her face as she turned to look at me, eyes wide with disbelief and feral need.

“Fuck, Cole!” she cried, voice ragged and hungry, and it just made me fuck her harder.

I was close, too close, but I didn’t want it to end, not with her writhing like that, not with the way her pussy seemed to milk every inch of my cock with every desperate pulse. I leaned forward, my chest plastered to her back, one hand snaking around to find her clit while the other fisted in her hair, pulling her head back so I could bite at the soft skin of her shoulder.

“Take it,” I growled. “Take it all, Lila.”

She answered with a guttural noise, half-scream, half-moan, and shoved herself back onto me, chasing her own obliteration.

I played her clit like I knew her body better than my own, circling, pinching, then rubbing in time with each thrust. Her walls clenched, spasming, and she started to tremble, knees buckling.

“Please—please—don’t stop—don’t ever stop—” she gasped, and the way she begged, shameless, shattered whatever self-control I had left.

I palmed her throat, not choking, just holding, just anchoring her to the moment, and fucked her so deep and rough she sobbed, but it was a sob of joy, of surrender, of being fucked exactly how she’d always dreamed but never dared to ask.

Her whole body went taut, every line screaming tension as she barreled toward orgasm. I felt it building, the way you feel a storm in the air before it breaks, the way she started to shake, to hyperventilate, to lose track of words and sense and time.

She came so hard her arms gave out, face pressed to the mattress, ass still cocked up to take every last inch. I felt her come apart around my dick, her cunt spasming, sucking me in, draining me.

But I wasn't done. Not even close.

I kept going, savage, relentless, the need to fill her, own her, brand her, so overwhelming I could barely see straight. The base of my cock was soaked, her slick coating my thighs, dripping down to stain the sheets beneath us.

She tried to fall away, but I held her steady, never breaking rhythm, punishing her with pleasure until she was blubbering, incoherent, pleading with words that didn’t even make sense.

“Please, Cole, please, it’s too much—I can’t—” she gasped, but the way her pussy clamped down said she wanted every second of it.

I slowed, just a little, rocking into her, letting her ride the aftershocks until her breath evened out, until the next wave started to build.

I reached under and cupped her breast, squeezing, teasing the nipple until it peaked hard against my palm. With my other hand, I reached down and smacked her clit, gentle but firm, because I wanted her to feel everything.

She screamed, bucked, and a rush of liquid gushed over my cock, dripping down her thighs in a hot, sudden flood. She’d squirted, and the shock of it sent her into another fit of giggles and sobs, her body completely out of her own control.

“Holy shit, I didn’t—I didn’t know I could do that,” she mumbled, looking back over her shoulder, eyes wide, lips trembling with a smile so raw it was almost painful.

I kept fucking her, slower now, more deliberate, dragging out the moment.

“God, Lila, you’re perfect,” I told her. “So fucking perfect.”

She just whimpered, pushing back to meet every thrust, greedy for more even as she trembled from the last orgasm.

I could feel it coming, the inevitability of my own release, the way my balls drew up tight, the way the base of my spine went electric. I was right on the knife edge, and I wanted her with me.

I reached around, pinching her clit just enough to send her over. Her whole body locked, and she came again, a broken gasp escaping her lips as she pulsed and milked my cock for all it was worth.

We lost control together. I warned her, barely.

“Gonna fill you up, baby.”

“Do it. I want it. All of it.”

The second I slammed inside her, the world fell away. I bottomed out, hips flush to the soft flesh of her ass, and every muscle in my body seized. For a suspended instant, it felt like lightning was shooting up my spine, every nerve in my cock alive as I emptied myself into her. I heard a sound, maybe from me, maybe from her, a guttural, animal moan that spilled out of both of us as her pussy convulsed around me, milking every pulse, every shudder, every single drop.

She was trembling, forehead pressed into the mattress, hands clawing for purchase on the sheets. Her voice was just a broken string of “oh god, oh god, oh fuck, oh fuck,” like she couldn’t believe what was happening inside her body or how good it felt to finally let go. I was buried so deep I swore the heat from my cum would light her up from the inside. She clenched, hard, then harder, and the shockwave of her own orgasm slammed into her hips and shot through me all over again.

It was a messy, beautiful, mind-wrecking kind of finish. The kind you only get with someone who trusts you enough to show up bare and greedy and hungry in all the ways she never dared before. I felt her collapse, hips dropping, ass pushed toward me as if she wanted to be fucked even after she’d been split open and filled up. The spasms kept coming, her body milking my cock like she couldn’t stand the thought of it ending. I held there, pressing into her, hands gripping her waist so hard I’d probably leave prints, both of us sweating and shaking and still somehow not close enough.

She arched back, not trying to get away but to feel it even deeper, like she was desperate to be ruined and remade in this moment. I bent over her, pressed a kiss between her shoulder blades, and didn’t move, just let her quiver and whimper and come around me again and again. Her pussy was so wet, so slick, that each micro-movement sent aftershocks through us both, making me gasp, making her shudder until I thought she’d black out.

The smell of sex and sweat filled the dark cocoon of the suite. Our bodies were stuck together, skin fused by heat, by need, by the wild delirium of what we’d just done. My cock was still rock hard, buried deep inside her, and as the last wave crashed, she turned her head, looked back at me with dazed, tear-bright eyes, and smiled the most obscene, beautiful smile I’d ever seen on a woman.

“I can feel it,” she said, voice ruined. “God, I can feel all of you. I can feel you leaking inside me.”

I ran my hand up her back, traced the shivering line of her spine, then cupped the back of her neck, not to hold her down but to remind her she was safe, she was wanted, she was mine. For a long, silent minute, we just stayed there, joined, my cock throbbing inside her, her pussy still fluttering, our hearts pounding in sync.

When I finally pulled out, breathless, I watched as a river of cum followed, oozing from her ruined pussy, trickling down the backs of her thighs, dripping onto the bedspread below.

Lila collapsed, face in the pillows, ass high for a second until she flopped sideways.

I flopped next to her, heart hammering, not a thought left in my head but the wild, animal satisfaction of making her mine.

We didn’t talk for a long time.

Just breathed.

Eventually, she rolled onto her back, hair wild, body painted in sweat and semen, and grinned up at me.

“I still feel you inside me,” she whispered, voice awed.

I kissed her, slow, gentle, thumb tracing the curve of her jaw.

We lay tangled in sheets, bodies sticky and tangled, the world outside forgotten.

After a while, she started tracing patterns on my chest, fingertips skating over the scars and muscle, as if she was trying to memorize every inch.

She went quiet, thoughtful.

“Is this just freedom for me, or is it something more?” she asked. “I want to know what we are, Cole. I want to matter. I want to belong.”

I tucked her closer, chin on her hair.

“It’s always been more,” I confessed. “I never expected any of this. But now? I can’t imagine my life without all of you, without you, Lila. When the cameras stop, I want the family we’ve built, not the one anyone else expects. No matter where that home might be, no matter which continent or city, I want you by my side every step of the way.”

She melted into me, relief and happiness shuddering through her body.

But the seriousness wasn’t done.

“I’m not like the others,” Lila said, voice small, honest. “I don’t always know what I’m doing, not just in bed, but with the boat, the navigation, the other girls. Sometimes I feel so far behind, like I have to prove every day that I should even be here. I want to earn my place, Cole. I want to be worthy, not just as a lover, but as your crew.”

“You already belong,” I promised. “Every time you fight for what you want, every time you refuse to let fear win, you’re already the strongest woman on board. I’d trust you at my side in any storm.”

She blinked back tears, pride and joy tangled together.

Evening fell outside the porthole, bright sunshine turning to molten gold.

Naked, raw, nothing left to hide, she curled against me, the soft press of her tits flat on my ribs, her leg hitched over mine, her head nestled right above my heart.

She whispered, so soft I nearly missed it.

“I’m falling in love with you. Not because you rescued me from Nathan but because you gave me the space to rescue myself.”

I kissed the crown of her head, letting the words burrow in. “You earned every second, Lila. I’m lucky you chose me.”

She laughed, then sobbed, then laughed again, the relief so pure it nearly broke me.

We lay there, holding tight, new family forged in sweat, tears, cum, and trust.

This wasn’t just freedom. This was home.

***

By the time we reemerged, the light had gone honey-thick, drenching the world in gold as the sun knifed low over the Indian Ocean. The pulse of the ship was different now, no longer sharp with tension, but buoyed by a sense of possibility that made every laugh, every clinking glass, echo twice as loud.

The women had taken over the main deck, transforming the big dining table into something out of an island fever dream. Candle jars glowed along the center, mixing with the natural fire of sunset; plates overflowed with citrusy salad, grilled fish, and Lila’s personal favorite, papaya half-moons dusted with chili. Every seat was claimed, except two at the head, left conspicuously open.

I felt Lila hesitate for a microsecond in the doorway, the old memory still haunting her posture.

Then she squared her shoulders and led the way.

She wore nothing but a loose linen wrap knotted reckless at her hips, one bronzed thigh flashing with every step; her hair was wild, lips still swollen from our last round, and bite marks decorated her neck and breasts like medals.

But the real show was in her eyes.

She moved straight to me, hand seeking mine, not for show but because that was where she wanted to be. When I bent to kiss her, she didn’t blink at the audience or try to play it off. She angled her jaw, drew me in, and let her lips linger on mine, tender and certain, until the rest of the world faded to white noise.

Damn if I didn’t want her all over again, right there at the table.

But this was her victory lap, not mine.

She eased onto the padded teak bench right beside me, shoulder to shoulder, then folded her legs under and snuggled close, arm laced through mine as if the old days of stealing crumbs at the edge of the party had never happened.

The room rippled. I felt the shift like a change in wind.

Summer, nearest the foot of the table, stood and raised her glass. Her blue eyes found Lila, and something wicked but warm danced in her smile.

“To the women who teach us new tricks,” Summer announced, “and the man lucky enough to be along for the ride.”

Kylie whooped and banged her glass against Brooke’s, nearly spilling half her drink. Emma flashed a smile at us, soft and secret, then laid her hand across Lila’s wrist, squeezing for solidarity. Tessa’s eyes sparkled with pride, no envy, just honest joy as she matched Lila’s posture, chin up, gaze level, woman unafraid.

Nathan sulked at the far end. The man had gone for a powder-blue polo tonight, probably thinking it bought him gravitas, but all it did was make his sulk more obvious. He stared daggers, but this time, Lila didn’t shrink. Not even a flicker of old fear.

He tried to catch her eye, to rattle her with the old shame. Lila just met his glare with cool indifference, then deliberately turned her back and started buttering a roll. The dismissal was total. It didn’t just rob him of his power, it erased him.

Evan, ever the documentarian, filmed it all from a low angle, Lila’s easy claim on her seat, the subtle ripple of respect from the women, my hand resting on her thigh in plain view. Something told me this would be the anchor shot for the next season’s sponsor sizzle reel.

Dinner unspooled, slow and decadent. The food was perfect, the wine even better, but the real feast was in the glances, tiny moments of woman-to-woman solidarity, the way Summer flicked olives at Kylie to make her laugh, the way Brooke covered a silence by teasing Emma’s obsession with French cheese, the low, satisfied sound Lila made every time I refilled her glass.

She touched me, casual, constant. A stroke down my forearm, a hand on my knee, her warm foot sliding along my calf under the table. Every time we kissed between courses, it was natural, not staged.

We were a unit now. The harem’s architecture had shifted, the foundation set.

Even as the sun finally dipped behind the horizon, painting every glass and shadow in orange and blue, there was no cold edge, no sense of competition. Only the deep, running comfort of a family that had fought for every inch of belonging and won.

When dessert hit the table, Lila spooned a bite of papaya right into my mouth, grinning as the juice dribbled down my chin.

“You can have the other half,” she teased. “If you ask nicely.”

I caught her hand, licked her finger clean, and let my eyes do the talking.

At the end of the table, Nathan made a final, pathetic attempt to recapture her attention. He cleared his throat, tried to beam his old, judgmental death stare down the line.

Lila didn’t even turn. She just leaned into me, head on my shoulder, and hummed with happiness.

Summer caught the moment and raised her glass again, this time not for the crowd, but in silent toast to Lila, harem legend, survivor, queen.

I lifted my own wine, held her closer, and let it burn.

It wasn’t just dinner. It was everything.

That’s how you claim a place in paradise.


Chapter twelve
Revolution of the Heart


Night on the Indian Ocean has its own gravity. The rest of the world drops away, and what’s left is the hush of water against steel, the hum of a distant generator, and the weight of secrets that only come out after midnight.

I felt the pull before I saw them, two silhouettes hunched together at the bow of True North, motionless, almost reverent. Tessa and Lila sat hip to hip along the forward rail, bare legs stretched out, shoulders brushing as they bent over something that glowed blue in the hard moonlight.

The boat creaked beneath me as I made my way forward, deck shoes soft on the teak. There was no giggling, no whisper of guilt, just a silence so intense it felt like I was trespassing on holy ground.

For a second, I almost turned back.

But I stayed. I had to see what they’d built. Or maybe I just needed to know if belonging was possible outside of chaos and lust.

Tessa noticed me first. Her hair was wild, copper fire shot through with silver from the starlight, and her eyes, when they met mine, said everything she didn’t bother to say out loud.

She didn’t flinch. Neither did Lila.

Instead, both smiled, open, honest, not a hint of apology.

“You’re just in time,” Tessa said, sliding over to clear a space for me at the rail. “We were debating how the next chapter should begin.”

She tapped the battered blue notebook between them, its spine a lost cause, pages thick with ink and scrawled margin notes. Lila hugged a throw blanket around her shoulders, but she didn’t shrink or close up. If anything, she grew taller, chin up, gaze level in the dark.

“We’ve been writing our story,” Lila said. “Literally. Her words. My words. All of it.”

She flipped the book open, holding it out so I could see.

The pages were a storm of handwriting, Tessa’s sharp, quick script running down the left, Lila’s round, more careful letters answering from the right. I scanned snippets as they turned: “How to be brave in a room full of louder souls.” “What it feels like when faith isn’t armor, but water.” “Belonging, not because it’s safe, but because you choose it.”

I found myself grinning like an idiot.

“I never pegged you two for parallel memoirs,” I admitted. “What’s the plot?”

Tessa laughed, a sound that drifted up and disappeared into the night. “So far, it’s mostly us interrogating the universe. She asks what happens to faith when you rip away the rules, and I try to figure out if you can belong in a story that moves too fast for you to catch up.”

Lila’s hand found Tessa’s knee, grounding her. For once, it was Lila who steered the moment.

She looked up at me, eyes deep and wide open.

“We’ve been talking about freedom,” she said. “How it’s supposed to mean the same thing for everyone, but it doesn’t. For Tessa, freedom is seeing every angle and never being forced to pick just one. For me? It’s being allowed to feel everything, out loud, without someone shaming you for it.”

She extended her hand, inviting, not hesitant. I took it, letting her fingers lace through mine.

The three of us sat like that under a wash of stars, the journal open in our laps, and for the first time it hit me that there was more than one way to build a harem. Maybe the point wasn’t competition or the old scripts about who wins and who fades away. Maybe it was the mosaic, the union, the places where opposites fused.

Tessa ran her thumb along the edge of the paper.

“I’ve always been the watcher,” she confessed, words softer than usual. “I see everything, catalog every micro-mood, but I’m always one step outside. Even when I want to be in the thick of it, I freeze and write about it instead.”

She glanced up, cheeks pink in the moonlight.

“I’m tired of being a spectator,” she said. “Tonight, I want in.”

Lila nodded, voice trembling but strong. “I feel everything twice as hard as the others. Pain, joy, fear, even want. But I spent years learning to hide it, to be polite and not a burden. That’s what faith looked like in my old world, choking it down for the sake of quiet. Out here, with you both, maybe I can find a better shape for the mess inside me.”

The words hit, sharp as sea air.

I leaned against the rail, letting the hush stretch.

“You know what the ocean teaches?” I finally said. “That every ship has one true direction, but nobody gets there without a thousand course corrections. If you write your own map, you get to pick the weather, the detours, even the rocks you want to crash into.”

Tessa snorted, then sobered. “We want our own map. Together.”

Lila squeezed my hand. “We want to be chosen for who we are, not just who we look like or the role somebody expects. And we want to pick you, too. Not because it’s easy, but because for the first time, it feels real.”

There was a pause long enough to draw blood.

Then, in perfect synch, both looked at me, the writer and the soul, the two women who’d never been in the spotlight and now owned the whole fucking deck.

I cleared my throat, the old nerves threatening to take over.

“I’m not perfect at this,” I admitted. “Half the time I’m just trying not to screw up what’s good. But I’ll never ask you to turn down what makes you different. Hell, I want more of it.”

We sat silent, journal open at the heart of us, as if waiting for the universe to strike.

The universe obliged, just not how I expected.

Evan materialized from the hatch amidships, camera rig slung over his chest like a gauntlet. He saw us, then instantly froze, sensing he’d walked into something private.

He cleared his throat, shamefaced. “Sorry—there’s a ton of sponsor pressure to get more human moments. Especially with, uh, the new harem order.”

His gaze flicked to Lila, then Tessa, but he didn’t dare point the lens without permission.

Tessa, of all people, took charge.

“Not tonight,” she said, voice calm but iron. “This is just for us. No recording.”

Evan blinked, stunned. I was stunned too.

He hesitated, maybe expecting me to override her.

When I didn’t, he just nodded, awkward, and backed down the steps. “You got it. Privacy mode.”

The second he was gone, something shifted.

A new current, electric and alive, swept across the bow. Maybe it was the relief of being seen; maybe it was the confidence it gave Tessa to shut down the outside world. Either way, the silence hummed with possibility.

Tessa set the journal aside, then reached for Lila’s hand. Their fingers twined, knuckles tight, palms pressed together.

Then she turned and grabbed mine, so the three of us were linked, a triangle at the edge of the infinite.

Tessa looked at both of us, eyes glassy, lips pushed into a determined line.

“I’ve been writing about this for months,” she confessed, voice shaking. “About what it could be like, to not just observe, but actually… belong. With you. With her. As more than just a footnote.”

Lila’s hand squeezed mine, eager and bold.

I let the moment settle. The sky stretched forever, stars so thick they blurred at the edges, and the hush around us was as pure as first light.

None of us moved. There was no script for this.

Tessa drew a breath, then let her head rest on Lila’s bare shoulder. I shifted so I could steady both of them against my side, bodies lined up neat against the dark.

“Is that what you want, Tessa?” I asked, prodding, gentle. “To finally cross the line?”

She nodded, wild and sure.

“Yeah. I want to stop hiding behind the words and live them instead.”

There it was, the truth in the open.

Lila, strong now, said, “I want to feel it, too. I want to remember this night forever.”

The hush was perfect. The spark was real. Three points of contact, one future tilting into view.

I held their hands tighter.

“Let’s write the next chapter together,” I said, throat thick with awe.

Under the stars, with the whole world asleep, we turned as one and headed for the privacy of my suite.

Whatever came next, we’d do it as a team.

And nothing would ever be the same.

***

The suite was dark and cool, with only a spill of moonlight from the porthole painting the sheets silver. The hush didn’t break when we crossed the threshold. If anything, it got thicker, a pulse of anticipation that made every line in my body stand up and take notice.

Tessa and Lila hesitated just inside the door. Not shy, not this time, just measuring the moment, deciding how they wanted to write it.

I didn’t rush them. I let the hush tell its own story.

It was Lila who moved first. She let go of Tessa’s hand and stepped closer, hair wild, eyes open and vulnerable. She reached for my face, thumb grazing along my cheekbone, then down to trace the rough line of my jaw.

She drew in a deep, shaky breath.

“Show me how this works,” she whispered. “But don’t do it for me. Do it with me.”

Tessa watched, perched on the edge of the bed, still clutching her journal like a shield. Her eyes tracked every motion, every ripple in the air, as if she was imprinting it all for the next chapter.

I turned to her, holding out my hand.

“You coming, Little Star?” I asked, soft as midnight.

Tessa managed a smile so full of hope it nearly cracked me in half and set the notebook aside.

“Don’t let me hide tonight,” she said. “I want to remember all of it.”

Lila hooked her arm through Tessa’s, drawing her off the bed and into the circle of my arms. Instantly, the dynamic shifted. There wasn’t a leader; there wasn’t a script. We hovered in the hush, three people choosing to belong to the moment.

Lila took charge, just a bit. She untied her wrap dress, letting it slide to the floor. Beneath, she wore soft, thin panties and nothing else. Her breasts were magnificent, full, high, nipples already pebbling from the charge in the room. She didn’t hesitate, didn’t look away; she just pressed her chest to mine and let Tessa learn from the blueprint.

She turned to face Tessa, who stood trembling, not in fear, but anticipation.

“Here,” Lila said, taking Tessa’s hands and placing them flat against my chest. “That’s where you start. Don’t overthink it. Just… feel.”

Tessa exhaled sharply, nerves flooding out of her in a single shudder. She spread her fingers, running them over my pecs, down the slope of my ribs, mapping every inch as if she was blind and learning the world for the first time.

Her touch was careful at first, then braver. I felt her pulse skitter through her hands, felt her curiosity bloom with every inch she explored.

Lila stepped in closer, sandwiching Tessa’s body between ours. Her lips found Tessa’s shoulder, then the back of her neck, peppering her with kisses so tender it made my cock ache. I watched as goosebumps broke out along the length of Tessa’s spine.

“Don’t just observe,” Lila murmured into her ear. “Participate, remember?”

Tessa moaned, soft and wild, and turned to face her.

“I want…” She trailed off, searching for the words. “I want to belong. To both of you.”

Lila kissed her, slow at first, then greedy. Their tongues met, hands wandering. Before long, Lila was peeling away Tessa’s tank top, freeing those spectacular breasts, nipples peaked and flushed. Tessa’s skin was gold and copper in the moonlight, the arch of her back a study in want.

Tessa turned to me, eyes wide and pleading.

“Touch me?” It was a whisper, but it carried.

I obliged, cupping both her breasts in my hands, kneading gently, letting my thumbs brush gentle circles around her aching nipples. She whimpered, head falling back, mouth open, totally lost in the sensation.

Lila kissed her way down Tessa’s throat, nipping and licking, then ran her hands down to the waistband of Tessa’s shorts. She flicked them open, slid them down, exposing the bare, soft skin beneath.

“God, you’re perfect,” Lila breathed, fingers tracing the indent of Tessa’s hips.

The two of them worked in tandem, peeling away my clothes: Tessa’s hands on my chest, Lila showing her how to stroke and squeeze, then Tessa, more confident now, running her palm down the ridge of my abs and lower, until she found my cock, thick and pulsing in anticipation.

She wrapped her hand around the shaft and gasped at the weight of it.

“It always looks so much bigger every time,” she admitted, cheeks flushed with excitement and disbelief.

I laughed, tension melting. “That’s just the power of good lighting. Try two hands.”

Lila grinned, loving every second. She guided Tessa’s other hand to join the first, and together they stroked me, slow at first, then bolder, their fingers tangled around the length of me. The sensation was electric.

Lila glanced up, eyes gleaming with mischief.

“You like being the center of attention, baby?”

I bit back a groan. “With you two? It’s a fucking privilege.”

We moved to the bed, all three of us, Tessa and Lila climbing up first, kneeling side by side, tits swinging in the moonlight, hair wild and tangled and perfect.

I stood at the foot, stroking myself while they watched.

Tessa’s eyes were hungry.

“Can we… taste you?” she asked, voice trembling with hope.

I didn’t have to answer. They dove in together.

Lila took the lead, wrapping her lips around the head of my cock and swirling her tongue over the tip, her blue eyes wide and unashamed. Tessa watched, then copied, licking the shaft from base to tip, marveling at the way Lila worked.

They took turns, one sucking while the other stroked, hands and mouths everywhere at once. The feeling was beyond words, a slow build of heat and reverence and raw want.

I let them work, hips rocking in time with their rhythm, letting the sensation mount but not explode. Not yet. This night was meant to last.

After a while, I pulled them both up, kissing them hard, tasting myself on their tongues.

I lay back, letting the women climb on top of me, Lila straddling my hips, Tessa kneeling beside, her hand never leaving Lila’s thigh.

Lila guided my cock to her pussy, already slick and pink and begging to be filled.

She lowered herself onto me, inch by inch, taking her time, savoring every stretch.

“Oh, god,” she gasped, sinking all the way down until her ass was flush with my thighs. “I can feel every part of you.”

Tessa’s hand trembled as she stroked up and down Lila’s side, then reached around to capture her breast, squeezing gently, rolling the nipple between her fingers.

“You look incredible,” Tessa whispered. “Like a goddess.”

Lila giggled, dizzy on the sensation, then started to move, riding me slow and steady, hips grinding in small, delicious circles.

Tessa watched, breathless, eyes drinking in every detail.

I let my hands roam, kneading Lila’s ass, guiding her bounce, then reaching up to cup Tessa’s breast, pulling her closer for a kiss.

Lila rode me, faster now, sweat beading her brow, tits bouncing wild and beautiful. She clung to Tessa, their bodies mashing together, tongues and lips and hands everywhere.

The pace built, slow at first, a pendulum swing, measured and intoxicating, then grew wilder, each arc of Lila’s hips more desperate and unashamed, her pussy gripping my cock with a need that bordered on frantic. I felt every flutter and contraction inside her, like her body was learning the shape of me, word by word, until she was writing her own story on my skin.

Her hands braced against my chest, nails digging in for leverage, knuckles pale with effort. Every time she dropped down on me, her thighs slapped hard against mine, a rhythmic staccato that filled the room with heat and motion. The moonlit glaze across her breasts and belly made every muscle tense and luminous.

Tessa watched, transfixed, her own hand straying between her legs as if compelled by the gravity of what Lila was feeling. Once, she caught my eye just as Lila’s head fell back, hair a wild halo, and for a split second I saw the pride in her, pure, bright, unfiltered. It was like she’d been waiting her whole life to see what would happen when Lila stopped apologizing for wanting.

I reached up and cupped the back of Lila’s neck, pulling her down for a kiss. She was all fever and teeth and the faint taste of salt-sweat and moonlight. She broke away to gasp for air, her whole body rigid, every nerve ending on fire. The muscles in her thighs twitched. Her abs went taut.

She lost the rhythm, hips quaking, and started to shake. Her voice, usually so soft, broke out in a strangled, animal gasp that startled even her.

She started to come, body shuddering, moans turning to sobs as the orgasm ripped through her. It was sweet and honest and wild, every line in her body singing with release.

She collapsed forward, hands catching on Tessa’s hips for balance.

I shifted, rolling her onto her back, then fucked her hard and deep, savoring every aftershock, letting her ride the wave as long as she could.

“Fill me,” she pleaded, voice gone ragged. “I want to feel you. All of you.”

I obliged, slamming deep and holding there, the heat and squeeze of her body leaving me on the brink.

The sensation built until it was a singularity in my core, all the teasing and tension of the night collapsing into a white-hot line that ran from the base of my spine to the tip of my cock. I lost myself in the grip of Lila’s body, this wild, gentle, eager woman clinging to me, her back arched, tits thrust upward, eyes half-lidded with ecstasy and awe. I felt the moment coming, saw it mirrored in the frantic movement of her hips and the trembling in her thighs. She was right there with me, riding the same wave to the edge, never breaking eye contact, her breath coming in ragged, reverent gasps.

“Cole,” she moaned, not a plea but a benediction.

That did it.

I came hard, cock buried deep as I throbbed inside her, each pulse a gut-deep surrender that sent Lila keening. She clamped down, legs locked around my waist, her pussy spasming in wild, rhythmic contractions around me, milking every drop as if she could pull the soul straight out of my body and add it to hers. The room spun; my vision shrank to pinpoints of silver, the world telescoped to the wet heat of her body and the sound of her pleasure singing around us.

“Don’t stop,” she begged, rocking her hips in tiny circles, wringing every ounce of sensation from the connection.

I held her tight, hands splayed on her hips to anchor us both as the aftershocks hit in rolling, electric waves. I felt myself empty into her, more than I thought I had to give, filling her up until she was overflowing, our bodies refusing to let the moment end. Lila’s whole body glowed in the aftermath, her skin flushed and shining with sweat, her face awash in a kind of holy satisfaction. Her hands traced my chest and sides, shaky with adrenaline, as if she couldn’t quite accept what was real.

She grinned down at me, blue eyes sparkling with pride and mischief.

“God, I can feel you inside me,” she whispered, shivering at the thought. “It’s so much. It’s perfect.”

Tessa hovered at our side, watching with that dreamy, hungry look she wore when the words ran out and only sensation remained. She reached for Lila, pulling her into a soft, giggling embrace, their breasts pressed together, bodies still vibrating from the afterglow. I watched as Lila’s legs trembled, overstimulated, deeply happy, maybe a little overwhelmed, her pussy still clutching me tight, a velvet vise refusing to let me go.

For a long, sweet moment, we just stayed like that: Lila impaled on my cock, her walls still fluttering with aftershocks; Tessa curled against her, whispering encouragements and soft little kisses along her shoulder and jaw. I felt the warmth of my release deep inside her, a shared possession, a secret written in flesh and heat.

I stayed inside, letting her bask in it, before gently pulling out, watching as cum leaked from her swollen pussy, painting her thighs in proof of what we’d just shared.

Tessa watched, eyes wide, hand pressed to her heart.

“Your turn, Little Star,” I said, crooking a finger to beckon her close.

She came willingly, clambering over Lila’s prone, satisfied form and straddling my lap.

Tessa’s pussy was already soaked, lips swollen, clit flushed pink with need.

She lined me up and, in one smooth motion, sank down onto my cock. The heat and tightness of her body was like nothing else in this world.

She shuddered, burying my entire length inside her.

“God, I missed this,” she moaned, grinding her hips, chasing sensation like her life depended on it.

Lila reached up, running her hands along Tessa’s thighs, gently stroking, offering encouragement.

“Go slow,” Lila said, voice soft and wise. “Let it last.”

Tessa’s nod was almost ceremonial, a pact made with herself as much as with me. She drew in a ragged breath, then eased herself onto my cock, hips rolling in a slow, deliberate rhythm. There was nothing frantic or performative about it, every motion a choice, every inch savored as she slid up and down my length, muscles working with measured intent. The sensation was exquisite, but it was the look in her eyes that destroyed me: wide and unguarded, as if she was determined to memorize every second of this connection, to never let it fade from the record of her life.

She rode me with a careful, scholar’s grace, slow at first, almost scientific, as if she were gathering data on the way my body fit hers, how the stretch and the pressure and the heat transformed the world outside of us into something elemental. I reached up and cupped her face in my hands, pulling her down for a kiss that was less about hunger and more about reverence. Our tongues met, tangled, retreated, then met again, the kiss deepening until we were sharing breath as much as touch.

My hands wandered to her breasts, the weight and warmth a perfect fit for my palms. I rolled her nipples between my fingers, gentle at first, then firmer, loving the way she gasped and arched into my touch. Her hips never stopped moving, but the tempo shifted, sometimes slow and teasing, sometimes grinding down hard, chasing the friction in a way that bordered on desperate. Every time I squeezed or pinched, her pussy clenched tighter, the feedback loop of sensation making her shiver and keen.

It wasn’t just about the sex, though the sex was fucking phenomenal, it was about the mental game playing out behind her eyes. I could see her cataloging every microshift of pleasure, every subtle change in rhythm, storing it away like a collector archiving rare gems. She was writing the scene in real time, building toward a climax with the precision of a master storyteller pacing a plot: tension, release, escalation, restraint.

Lila, still splayed beside us in the aftermath of her own orgasm, reached up and ran her fingers along Tessa’s thighs, offering encouragement and gentle pressure, grounding the moment in something communal.

Tessa’s hand found Lila’s, squeezed tight. Then she looked down at me, breath hot on my lips, her face the picture of concentration and want.

“You’re perfect for me,” she whispered, and the words were so raw, so unfiltered, that I nearly came right then.

I gripped her hips, helping guide her motion, matching her pace as she began to lose herself in the mounting pressure. The air was thick with the smell of sex and sweat and ozone from the distant storm; outside, the moon hung low, a witness casting everything in silver and shadow. Tessa’s hair swept across her face in wild, tangled waves, sweat beading along her collarbone, her entire body lit from within.

She started to fall apart, the slow and steady replaced by frantic, angry thrusts, hands clawing at my chest, her teeth leaving marks on my shoulder as she bit down, trying to hold herself together. Every muscle was trembling, her thighs shaking, her pussy fluttering in wild, spasmodic pulses around my cock.

She tried to say something, but the only sound was a staccato cry, half-laugh, half-sob, the voice of someone who had forgotten how to be anything but sensation.

When her climax hit, it was total. She wept, screamed, cursed in three languages, and collapsed against my chest as her pussy clamped down, milking every last pulse from both of us.

I came, hard. Maybe harder than I ever had with Lila. My cock throbbed deep inside Tessa, each hot pulse jetting cum so far inside her I knew she’d feel it for days. The orgasm slammed through me, a white-out of pleasure that tunneled my vision as adrenaline knifed along my legs. It was wild and mind-erasing.

Tessa didn’t let up. She rocked in my lap, grinding her pussy flush to my cock, squeezing down and milking me for every last drop. Her breasts pressed wide against my chest, flesh to flesh, and her heels hooked hard into my lower back while her thighs locked around me, pulling me even deeper. Our mouths fused. Tessa’s tongue captured mine, her moans vibrating straight through me, hitting something raw and permanent.

It was worship and release, all tangled up. No matter how many lives I lived, I knew this: I would never, ever get enough of Tessa Hollis. She was perfect for me too.

We collapsed together, tangled in limbs and sweat and sheets, the room thick with the perfume of sex and trust and everything that made this night more than just another conquest.

I held both women close, letting my hands memorize the map of their bodies. Lila curled against my side; Tessa stretched over my chest, her cheek resting above my heart.

For a long, slow minute, none of us spoke.

Then Tessa traced slow, invisible words across my skin.

“I’m putting this in my journal,” she whispered. “Not just what we did, but what it meant.”

Lila’s eyes glimmered. “For me, it was like prayer. Like finding the divine, right here.”

I pulled them both closer, kissing one, then the other, savoring the taste of devotion and discovery in the dark.

If there was an afterlife, I didn’t need it.

I’d found heaven right here, tangled in the arms of two women who knew exactly what it meant to choose a harem not built on jealousy, but on trust and honest want.

As the night faded, we stayed locked together, writing the truest pages of our story in sweat, sex, and absolution.

And outside, the stars kept silent watch, endless and bright.

***

Sleep was a lie. The three of us lay tangled at the center of the big bed, sweat and tears dried on our skin, every muscle loose in the aftermath but minds wide awake. Outside the port, the sky was already bleeding indigo and rose, the pre-dawn hush vibrating with the promise of some new world.

Tessa was the first to move. She rolled, burrowing deeper into the tangle of my arm, then stretched, the long line of her body pressed close along Lila’s back. Lila, for her part, had stopped pretending to be small. She lay on her side, eyes wide open, fingers curled around Tessa’s wrist as if she never wanted to risk falling behind again.

We spent an hour talking. Not the pillow-talk of strangers, but something richer, messier.

It was Tessa who started, voice thick with sleep and hope.

“Every time I thought I’d found my place here, it turned out to be someone else’s shadow. But last night? We wrote our own story. I think that’s what this harem’s been missing, women brave enough to claim their seat instead of waiting for it.”

Lila smiled, twisting so her bare back was flush against Tessa’s breasts. “I came here afraid I’d never measure up. But watching Summer and Kylie? They made their own gravity. Neither one cares about fitting in, only about belonging to themselves first. That’s why we orbit them, isn’t it?”

I ran my hand through Lila’s hair, slow and deliberate, then let my thumb graze Tessa’s collarbone.

“It’s not just them,” I said. “Emma’s the glue. She never goes loud, but you take her out of the mix, and the whole deck turns to chaos. And Brooke—”

Tessa broke in, grinning. “Brooke is the fortress. She keeps us from falling apart when the drama gets nuclear. I’ve never felt safer than when she’s standing between us and a meltdown.”

Lila nodded, thoughtful. “Even last week, she had my back. She didn’t make a show of it, she just handled the problem and made me feel less broken. I’ll never forget that.”

The words tumbled out, raw and sweet. We mapped the new family in real time, assembling emotional scaffolding on the fly.

Tessa drew idle circles on my chest, then looked up, wild green eyes unblinking.

“We’re not just sharing you,” she said, voice thick with meaning. “We’re building something none of us could have alone. It’s not a harem anymore. It’s a… revolution wrapped in a family.”

Lila giggled, then went serious. “A revolution of the heart.”

The words hit me like a lightning strike. I saw it all at once, Kylie and Summer at the prow, Emma and Brooke running the middle, Tessa and Lila here in my arms, every one of them unique and irreplaceable. No interchangeable parts. Just one wild, impossible engine.

We stayed put until the sunrise chased every shadow out of the room. At some point, Tessa pulled on a shirt, Lila borrowed my boxers, and I staggered to the espresso machine like a man learning how to walk again.

The second we hit the deck, the world flipped.

Nathan stood at midships, arms folded, jaw clenched, eyes cold enough to freeze salt water. The guy looked like he hadn’t slept in a week. Every inch of him radiated the discomfort of a man who realized he’d lost his grip on the narrative.

He clocked the three of us, me shirtless, Tessa half-dressed, Lila in nothing but a borrowed t-shirt and pride, and his face went purple.

He opened his mouth, ready to launch. But Lila beat him to it.

She stepped forward, shoulders back, chin up, eyes brighter than I’d ever seen them.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said, voice pure even at half-volume. “And I don’t care anymore. I decide what matters now. You don’t get a vote.”

Nathan sputtered, color blotching across his cheeks.

“You think I made the rules?” he hissed. “The rules were written for our own salvation, Delilah. You’re not just risking your future, you’re corrupting everyone you touch, turning my attempt to save you into a circus. A man whoring himself to hungry girls, and you—”

He jabbed a finger at Tessa, then Lila, not even sparing me a glance.

“—you’re all lost. Irredeemable.”

His voice rose, every word a hammer.

“It may feel good now, you may have all the fun your flesh can buy, but when judgment comes, you’ll have nothing. No home, no family, no God. Just shame and emptiness and each other’s ruin.”

He spat a few more lines, straight out of the pulpit: sin, lust, damnation, the whole fire and brimstone greatest hits.

Nobody flinched.

That might’ve been the most powerful silence I’d ever witnessed.

Summer appeared first, hair wild, tiny bikini barely covering her curves, but her face set and sharp as a broken bottle.

She moved to Lila’s side, blue gaze fixed on Nathan.

“You done?” Summer asked, bored. “We’re already late for breakfast and I still need to post ass pics.”

Kylie followed, all muscle and coiled energy, parking herself between Nathan and Tessa.

She folded her arms, grinning like a predator. “New world order, preacher. You can get with it, or you can get out.”

Brooke watched from the helm, but the second Nathan tried to move forward, she blocked his path, shoulders squared, the look in her eye pure discipline.

Emma flanked Lila’s other side, hand gentle on her back but firm, as if she’d snap Nathan’s wrist if he tried anything cute.

And in that moment, the women of True North formed a shield wall. It was primal. It was perfect.

Even Evan, who’d appeared on the deck with his camera, stopped filming. He set the gear aside, crossed the deck, and stood shoulder to shoulder with the women.

Nathan stared, stunned. For once, he seemed to understand just how outnumbered he was.

Tessa broke the hush, her voice level.

“We know who we are. And we know what family is, even if it doesn’t fit your script.”

She looped her fingers through Lila’s, a declaration and a victory in one.

Nathan tried again, voice cracking. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. When this ends, when he leaves you, or the next scandal breaks, or you’re sick and alone, you’ll regret it. You all will.”

This time Brooke got the last word.

She stepped forward, eyes clear, and said, “We take care of our own. Always. And if you don’t get that, then you never understood family at all.”

The crew stood silent, the old order shattered and the new one humming with possibility.

Nathan glared, defeated, then turned on his heel and stalked below decks, the echo of his rage fading with every step.

We all stood there, a little stunned, a little giddy. Even Summer, queen of chaos, went soft as she pulled Lila into her arms.

“It’s over,” she whispered. “You’re free.”

Maybe it was the sun, maybe it was the adrenaline, but in that instant, everything landed.

They were more than lovers. More than friends. More than even the word harem could contain.

They were a family, my family, chosen, built moment by moment, finished only when the last rule had been smashed and the last threat turned away. I loved them each right down to the bone.

I watched as every woman on deck found her place in the circle, not a spare part among them, not a single seat unearned. Every one was essential, every hurt and joy and hunger finally validated by the sisterhood they’d grown.

And if Nathan ever came for us again? He’d be met with the full force of the revolution we’d built together.

The chapter closed on the echo of his footsteps, fading into the stillness.

But in my chest, a new promise thrummed, fierce, steady, as immortal as sunrise.

Revolution of the heart, indeed.

And I wouldn’t trade it for anything.


Chapter thirteen
Heartbreak and Healing


If the main deck belonged to Summer and the sun, then the ship’s library was pure Tessa territory: softer, quieter, all honeyed lamplight and the hush of a thousand stories stacked floor to ceiling. But tonight, the room pulsed like a crime scene. Papers and journals sprawled across every flat surface, laptop screen flickering with unsent words, and Tessa herself hunched at the table, shoulders locked, hands trembling on the keys as she tried and failed to get a grip.

I’d seen her shaken before, hell, I’d seen half the women on this boat surf the edge of breakdown and come out blazing, but I’d never caught Tessa like this, eyes red, cheeks streaked wet, the veins in her neck drawn tight with strain. Every line in her body radiated the kind of pain you don’t get from a bad grade or a broken heart. No, this was deeper. This was a girl watching her whole worldview collapse and not knowing if she even wanted to save it.

She didn’t bother looking up when I came in. Maybe she knew it was me by the way my footsteps sounded on the parquet floor, or maybe she just didn’t have the bandwidth to care. All I knew was that the air tasted like ozone, that strange metallic tang that hits right before a lightning strike.

I closed the door behind me, anchoring us in the bubble of warm lamplight and muffled engine hum.

Her voice was a rasp, barely there. “I didn’t hear you.”

She wiped her face, smearing new tears with old mascara, and tried to muster a smile. It didn’t land.

I didn’t play cool. I went straight to her side, braced my hands on the chair across from her, and tried to catch her gaze.

“Tessa. What happened?”

For a heartbeat, she didn’t answer. Just bit her lip and let her hands shake over the open journal.

She finally forced it out, each word dragging splinters on the way up. “Evan was here. About an hour ago.”

Even saying his name seemed to cost her. She squeezed her eyes shut, like if she could block out the world for one second, maybe she’d find her old shape.

“He said… he’s been waiting three years, three years, for me to notice him. Said he fell for me freshman year, all the bad poetry, the late-night talks, all of it.”

She flipped a page, finger shaking so hard it blurred the lines of ink.

“He said he watched all summer. That every time I wrote about you, or the voyage, or the harem, it was like tearing a piece off him and feeding it straight into someone else’s story.”

Her laugh was shredded, the sound of somebody trying not to drown. “His words. Not mine.”

I let her talk, let her fill the silence with whatever she needed to bleed out.

“He said he’s been waiting for me while I was… writing about you.” She finally looked up, eyes big and wet, swimming with guilt and something like terror. “That I traded something real for… for this.” She gestured at the jungle of journals, the stacks of prose, as if it was all evidence in an open-and-shut case.

I shook my head, slow. “Keep going.”

She licked her lips, fighting to steady her voice.

“He called me an infatuated coward. Said I just want your power, that I’m sacrificing genuine connection for a fantasy. That maybe I’m not even capable of real love because I’m too busy narrating over it, like a scared little kid hiding behind words.”

She set down her pen, shoulders caving. “I thought I was tougher than this. But god, Cole, what if he’s right? What if I’m just living out what I wrote instead of something real?”

The line hung like fog in the lamplight.

I took the chair across from her, not touching, not crowding, just locking in.

“Look at me, Tessa.”

She did, and the pain in her eyes nearly burned a hole straight through my gut.

“Evan’s hurting. Can’t blame the guy for chasing what he wants. Hell, there’s not a man alive who wouldn’t kill to be with you. But none of this—” I waved at the prose, the legends, the broken rules out on deck, “—none of this started as fantasy. Not for you, not for me. I watched you struggle to speak your truth, even when it hurt. I watched you show up for the girls when everyone else was too busy chasing the dopamine hit. Even tonight, you didn’t run. You stayed.”

I steadied her journal with one hand, the other flat on the table. “What you wrote, every word in here, it’s not an escape hatch. It’s a searchlight. Sometimes the only way to see yourself is to write it down and stare until you flinch.”

She flinched now, but it was the good kind, the kind you wear when a wound first starts to heal.

Tessa shoved the open journal in my direction, half-defiant, half-desperate. “You want to see what I really wrote about you? About all of this?”

She flipped straight to a page near the middle, the paper torn at the edge from how many times it’d been folded open.

I read:

His voice is my safe harbor. Unyielding, always, except when I need it to go soft. It’s the way his hands treat every problem, every woman, like she’s the only puzzle worth solving. I want his body, yes, but it’s the quiet that gets me. The silence between, the way I catch myself writing lines I’ll never say aloud. If loving him is a sin, then I’ll set fire to the whole concept of virtue and live in the ash. Maybe I’m not brave enough to tell him what he is to me, but I think he knows. I think he’s always known.

I let the words hit me.

Tessa was watching, really watching, waiting for me to judge.

“See?” she whispered, voice gone small. “Who falls in love with a metaphor? Who bets their heart on a man whose job is literally to be the center of gravity on a ship full of women?”

Instead of answering, I kept reading, flipping to another page, just to see if the pattern held.

His laughter is a shared secret, the thing I crave most when the world spins out. He sees every detail, every trembling line in my private mask. I want him to teach me how to be present, not just as witness, but as a participant in the madness of his world. I want to be a woman who follows the feeling, not the script.

This time I looked up.

“These aren’t stories, Tessa,” I said, voice gone rough. “They’re truths you recognized before you could admit them.”

Her breath caught on my name.

“It doesn’t matter what Evan says. Or what anyone says. When you write like this, you’re not running from reality. You’re calling it into existence. Maybe the reason the words burn is because they’re finally fucking true.”

She bristled, intellectual armor snapping into place. “So I’m not a coward? I’m not using you as a stand-in for the love I can’t find anywhere else?”

I barked a laugh. “If you’re a coward, we’re all cowards. But I don’t buy the power-trip thing. You’re here, crying in front of me, not hiding behind the safety of a narrative. You handed me the evidence. You let yourself be seen.”

That seemed to land somewhere deep.

She fidgeted, then blurted, “I don’t know how to just… react. My whole life I’ve observed, catalogued, tried to make sense of the chaos from a safe distance.”

I reached across the table, grabbed both her wrists, and pulled her gently out of the chair.

“Then stop writing the script. Just be in it.”

She blinked, tears fresh but hope flickering behind them. “You think I can?”

“Hell yes. Start right now.”

The room felt suddenly alive, every sense dialed up to maximum.

She stood, shaky, but didn’t pull away from my grip.

“Now what?” she whispered, lost but hungry.

I closed the gap, stepped right up to her, and cupped her face in both hands. “Now you find out if the feeling is real enough to break the cycle.”

Tessa’s lips parted. Her breath hitched.

She didn’t overthink. For once, she just moved.

She kissed me hard, urgent, selfish in the way people only are when they’ve finally decided to reach for what they want, not what’s safe.

The kiss was madness and math all at once. She tasted like tears and citrus, her mouth soft but so, so hungry.

I pressed into her, hands woven in her hair, the scent of vanilla from her shampoo sending a spike of need straight through my system.

She moaned against my mouth, tremors running through her body.

I felt her melt, chest flush to mine, every line of theory and doubt crumpling under the force of want.

When she broke for air, her forehead rested on mine.

“I need this,” she said, voice cracked with longing. “But I need to feel it without documenting it. I want it to be real, not just words on paper.”

My cock twitched at the line. If there was a hotter confession than a woman begging to be ruined by reality, I hadn’t heard it.

“Take what you want, Little Star,” I whispered, running my hands down her ribs, past her hips. I could feel her heart hammering in her chest, her body pressed so tight I thought we might fuse through osmosis.

She didn’t flinch away from the nickname, she leaned into it, loved the sound of it.

She smiled, and this time the brightness was all for me.

I backed her into the little reading nook in the corner, surrounded by leather-bound first editions and the comforting smell of old paper and ozone.

Her back hit the bookshelves.

I held her there, not to pin, but to support, to remind her she didn’t have to do any heavy lifting tonight.

Tessa’s hands roved my back, desperate and searching, as if trying to memorize the muscle and sinew beneath my shirt. She tugged at the fabric, bolder than I’d ever seen her.

“Take it off,” she demanded, voice low and certain.

I obliged, yanking the shirt over my head and tossing it onto the growing pile of her notebooks. She ran her hands over my bare chest, eyes gone wide with awe and want.

“God, you really are a force of nature,” she whispered. “No wonder the whole boat orbits you.”

I grinned, cupping her ass and hoisting her up. She wrapped both thighs around my waist, skirt riding high, panties already soaking through with arousal.

I pressed my mouth to her neck, nipping and licking down to her collarbone. She shuddered, nails digging crescents into my back.

“Is this in your journal?” I teased, slipping a hand under her blouse to find her breast.

She gasped, arching into my palm. “Not like this. Never this real.”

I kneaded her tit, rolling the nipple between thumb and forefinger until it peaked hard against the thin fabric. She moaned, fuck, she all but sang, and ground her hips against my abs.

I found the buttons of her blouse and popped them one by one, slow and deliberate.

Each new line of skin I exposed was a new verse.

Her tits were perfection, high, full, creamy, and so fucking springy, topped with rose-gold nipples that begged for attention.

I lavished her with kisses, mouth locking around one stiff peak, tongue teasing while my free hand slid down to stroke her inner thigh.

She trembled in my arms, hips rolling, desperate to feel more.

I buried my hand beneath her skirt, stroking the damp patch on her panties.

She nearly lost it, voice gone full feral.

“Don’t stop. Please, Cole. I need—God, I need—”

I didn’t make her beg.

I set her gently on the library table, the wood creaking beneath the sudden urgency.

Tessa sprawled, legs parted, panties flashing pink between curved thighs.

I yanked them off, slow enough to savor, fast enough to keep her on the edge.

Her pussy was art: wet, pink, perfect, lips already swollen with want.

I knelt between her legs and dove in, licking her like I’d been starved for weeks.

She tasted sweet and a little salty, her musk pure invitation.

Tessa cried out, hands tangled in my hair, hips bucking against my face.

I feasted, tongue swirling her clit, two fingers sliding inside to test her tightness.

She was so hot, so ready, clenching around me with every gasp.

“Fuck, you’re good at that,” she whimpered. “This isn’t in any of the books.”

I flicked her clit faster, driving her right to the brink.

She shattered, climax hitting like a wrecking ball, body locked tight as she screamed my name.

I licked her through every aftershock, drinking in the sound of her wild, happy laughter.

By the time she sat up, she was flushed, sweaty, debauched, a far cry from the trembling girl at the desk fifteen minutes ago.

She yanked me up, crashed her mouth to mine, and straddled the table, bare ass planted on a mess of journals and pens.

Her hands made quick work of my belt, freeing my cock.

Her eyes widened at the sight. “God, baby, your cock is a work of art,” she admitted, half-laughing, half-moan.

“You want it?” I taunted, stroking my shaft so the head leaked against her entrance.

She nodded, hungry. “Yeah. I want all of it. I want you to remind me who I belong to.”

That was all the permission I needed.

I lined up and pushed inside, slow, giving her a second to adjust to the stretch.

She was insanely tight, pussy fluttering as I slid deeper.

She clung to me, biting my shoulder, eyes wild as I bottomed out.

The sound she made should’ve been illegal.

“Oh my god—Cole—it’s so much—don’t stop.”

I started to move, steady and deep, hands gripping her thighs so I could watch every inch sink into her.

She braced herself on the table, head thrown back, tits bouncing with every thrust.

There was nothing quiet or analytical about her now.

She was lost in sensation, yelling out curses and praise in equal measure.

“You feel that, Tessa?” I gritted, sweat slicking my back as I pounded her harder.

She reached down and grabbed my ass, hauling me in. “I want to feel you everywhere. I want you to ruin me for anyone else.”

I plowed into her, urgency mounting.

Her pussy milked every inch, clamping down, so wet I could barely hold back.

She started to come again, shouting as the orgasm ripped through her.

The table rattled beneath us; somewhere, a stack of books toppled off onto the floor.

I didn’t care.

All I saw was the look in her eyes, total surrender, total joy.

She pulled me down, kissed me, then whispered, “Don’t hold back. I want it all.”

I lost it, thrusting until I exploded inside her, cock jerking as I filled her pussy with everything I had.

The feeling was nuclear, a detonation that left me gasping.

Tessa clung to me, shaking, tears streaming down her cheeks again but this time, they were pure happiness.

We collapsed onto the table, papers and pens tumbling everywhere, every doubt or hesitation finally drowned under the weight of what we’d just done.

She buried her head in my neck, giggling through the aftershocks.

“Was that real enough for you?” I asked, deadpan.

She whacked my chest, then curled her arms around me. “Best research I’ve ever done,” she said, voice soft.

When she finally looked up, cheeks still streaked with tears, I saw confidence where there used to be only doubt.

“I choose this,” she said. “Not because I wrote it, but because I want it. For once, I don’t need to document it. I just want to live it.”

I kissed her again, lighter this time, but no less honest.

The library was a mess, but for the first time, every word in her journal felt earned.

Maybe Evan had been right about one thing: words mattered.

But tonight? Action was king.

And Tessa, my Little Star, was finally ready to shine.

***

Dragging Tessa from the library felt like stealing fire from the gods, and for once, nobody was getting punished for it. I scooped her up, still half-naked and wild-eyed, and carried her down the corridor to my suite, leaving a trail of scattered pages and sex in our wake. She didn’t bother fixing her blouse; hell, she didn’t bother with anything but gripping tight to my neck and peppering my jaw with kisses that tasted desperate, salt and citrus and the underlying sweetness that had always been pure Tessa.

Inside my cabin, the world contracted. The only light came from the porthole and the spill from the hall, painting her skin in stripes of midnight and gold. I set her on the bed and just stared, drinking her in. She wore her rumpled skirt and nothing else, hair a tangle, eyes brighter and more sure than I’d ever seen them.

“Sit,” I told her, voice rougher than I meant.

She did, legs splayed, already a wanton mess, her pussy glistening in the half-light, my cum sliding down her thigh.

I dropped my pants and let my cock slap against my abs. She watched, transfixed, tongue darting out to wet her lips.

I knelt beside her, one hand on the bed, the other tangling in her hair.

“I need more,” she whispered. “God, I need everything. I want to belong to you for real not just in theory.”

I laughed, not mocking, just stunned by how much I wanted her too. “You’ve always belonged to me, Little Star. From the first time you looked at me like I was worth writing about.”

She went silent at the nickname, that old self-doubt flickering, but it didn’t last.

I pressed my forehead to hers, our breaths out of sync as I whispered, “You see me clearer than anyone else. You always have. I love you, Tessa. Not just for the words. For all of it. For how you know me better than I know myself.”

Her hands shook, but the fear was gone.

“Make me believe it,” she said. “Show me what it feels like to be the only girl in your world.”

I did.

I peeled her skirt off slow, savoring every inch of golden skin. Her nineteen-year-old tits bounced as she shifted on the bed, nipples stiff, the perfect color against the flush of her chest.

She watched every move I made, silent, burning each detail into memory.

I kissed my way down her neck, slow, worshipful, then bit lightly on her collarbone. The shiver that ran through her hit me straight in the balls.

I palmed her tits, squeezing and rolling the nipples between my thumbs, then dipped lower, tongue teasing her navel as I spread her thighs wide.

Her pussy gleamed with arousal, lips already parted, clit begging for attention.

“Are you watching?” I teased, voice low. “Or are you finally just feeling?”

She grinned, breathless. “No filter. No second-guessing. Just… you.”

I buried my face between her legs.

She shrieked, pleasure slamming through her as I licked slow at first, then hard, focused on drawing out every raw, honest noise she’d never let loose before.

She clawed at the sheets, hips rolling, hair sticking to her damp cheeks.

I could feel her edge coming fast, so I slipped two fingers deep inside, crooking to find that sweet spot.

Tessa exploded, no hesitation, no shame. She came so hard she sobbed, the sound echoing off the walls as her pussy clamped down, soaking my face.

I didn’t stop. Tongue and fingers, over and over, drawing out wave after wave until she was wrecked, tears streaming down her cheeks, nothing left but the aftershocks.

When she finally caught her breath, she dragged me up and kissed me, licking her own slick off my tongue.

“Want you inside me,” she begged, voice hoarse.

I lined up, easing my cock into her, slow at first, then faster as her body opened up. She was perfect, every inch clutching me, her legs wreathing my hips as she pulled me deeper.

The thrusts started measured, but soon it was pure feral rhythm, slamming into her while her tits bounced and her moans filled the dark.

She was so open now, so utterly unguarded, the analytic observer in her gone for good, replaced by something wild and glorious and electric. I felt her surrender in every flex of her thighs around my waist, in the animal sounds that tore out of her throat, in the way she looked at me like I was the only thing that had ever been real. I drove into her with everything I had, matching her hunger, wanting to fill her so completely she’d never doubt where she belonged. Her pussy clamped down on me, velvet heat and slick grip, and I couldn’t get enough.

“Tessa, fuck, you’re perfect,” I groaned, and she seized my face in both hands to meet my eyes, her gaze blazing.

“You make me feel alive,” she said, voice shaking with honesty. “You make me believe I can be more than just a shadow.”

“You’re not a shadow. You’re a fucking supernova,” I rasped, and with that she broke, nails digging into my back, legs shaking as I pounded her into the mattress. She didn’t try to hide her cries; she let them out, raw and beautiful, the sound of a girl finally giving herself permission to want and to take.

The bed creaked under us, each thrust a punctuation mark in a sentence I hoped would never end. She was soaked, sweat and tears and the mess I’d already made inside her, and I watched as every iota of self-consciousness fell away. She clawed at my shoulders, arched her back, and when I slowed to draw it out, she went wild, grinding up to meet every stroke.

“Don’t you dare stop,” she gasped. “I want to feel everything, every second, every part of you.”

“You got it,” I promised, gripping her hips and going deeper, harder, until the only thing left was sensation and the heat between us. I could have come a dozen times, but I held it, wanting her to reach the edge again and again.

She wasn’t watching from behind her eyes. She wasn’t writing a script or editing her own reactions. She was here, every muscle alive, every nerve ending lit up, greedy for more.

She came again, body going taut, pussy fluttering as I hammered home.

I groaned, feeling myself nearing the edge.

“Tell me what you want, Little Star.”

She arched into me, eyes wild. “Fill me up. I want to feel it forever.”

I slammed into her, pinning her to the bed with my hips, and stayed there, buried to the hilt, as my orgasm detonated. My cock pulsed with a sensation so fierce it bordered on agony, every muscle in my body locked tight as I pumped a thick rush of cum deep into her. I had just enough presence of mind to feel the way her pussy clenched down, milking the last drops out of me, as if her body had been engineered for no other purpose. My vision went momentarily white, nerves short-circuiting, and for one suspended second I hovered on the edge of blacking out.

But then I snapped back, senses slamming into hyperdrive. The room smelled like sex and Tessa, warm vanilla and coconut. Tessa’s nails raked my back and her legs curled up to cage me tight, her heel digging into my ass to force every last bit of me as deep as she could get it. She was still coming, I realized, her body rippling around my cock in desperate, greedy aftershocks, the sound of her moans now raw and unrestrained. Each spasm wrung another spurt from me, and together we rode the peaks until my body collapsed onto hers, caging her smaller frame beneath mine.

I couldn’t let go. I didn’t want to. We were both shaking, every inch of us stuck together with sweat and her slick and my release, but there was a kind of sacredness to it, like if I could just hold her here long enough, I’d never lose her to the old fears again.

She mouthed my name, over and over, voice muffled against my shoulder. Her hands fisted in my hair and she tugged, not to control me but just to ground herself, as if unsure she was still real. My own arms trembled as I propped myself up, but I watched her face, desperate to memorize the expression she wore now: eyes wide and blue as the open ocean, lips parted with a smile so beautiful it was obscene.

I slipped my hand over her heart, felt it hammering, and she covered my hand with her own. For a while, we just stayed fused like that, breathing the same air. I felt her body gradually relax, the tension draining out of her muscles, but her pussy still fluttered around my softening cock, refusing to let me go.

We clung together, sweat and sex sealing us close.

Tessa reached for the nightstand, probably on autopilot for her journal, but this time her hand hovered there. She shook her head, then shut the journal closed.

“I don’t need to write this down to make it real,” she whispered, voice all new confidence. “For once, I just want to live it.”

The words damn near finished me.

I pulled her onto my chest, stroking her hair, letting the silence wrap us up.

We lay that way for hours, neither of us needing to mark the time, just breathing and letting the world shrink to the bed.

When the sky outside started to turn blue, Tessa broke the hush.

“Do you want to know what I see?” she asked, voice soft.

“Always,” I said.

She rolled onto her belly, chin propped on my chest, eyes fixed on mine.

“Summer’s a walking sunbeam, but people miss how loyal she is. The wildness isn’t for show, it’s how she protects everyone she loves. She’d walk into a storm to save you, Cole. She’d set herself on fire if it kept you warm.”

I nodded, picturing Summer’s laugh, her impulsive midnight dives, the way she’d shielded Lila from every threat.

She went on, “Brooke’s the fortress. She looks like she needs control, but the truth is she feels everything at nuclear intensity. Inside, there’s a soft, sweet girl screaming to break free. When she gives her loyalty, it’s forever. She’ll never say it, but she craves your attention. She has since she was thirteen. Once she completely trusts you, feels safe knowing you’re there to catch her if she falls, she’ll let her walls down. Then we’ll all get to meet the real Brooke Hollis for the first time.”

That tracked, every memory of Brooke standing silent at my shoulder, always ready to run defense for the crew yet guarding her own emotions like nuclear secrets.

Tessa traced slow circles across my ribs.

“Lila’s journey is mine, too. We’re both searching for a faith that isn’t just surrender. She craves belonging, not just in spirit, but here, in flesh, in voice. I think she saved herself with our help, but also that she’s going to end up saving you, too.”

I swallowed, hard. There was a razor in that truth, and it cut deep.

She smiled, just a little. “Summer and Kylie are chaos in motion, but that’s why the harem works. Emma’s the anchor, she knits everyone together without needing credit. Brooke commands, Kylie disrupts, Lila and I are the glue nobody saw coming.”

It was like seeing the whole system for the first time, every personality a vital thread in the new family.

“Emma…” The name hovered between us, raw and exposed, and Tessa shook her head, like she was physically forcing words back down her throat.

“What about Emma?” My voice sounded jagged, the syllables scraping out rougher than I meant.

“It’s not for me to say.” She exhaled hard, lips twisting, shoulders bowed. “But you have to make Emma your number one. She’s drowning, Cole, and if she goes down, she’ll drag the rest of us with her.”

“She’s okay?” The question hung in the silence like a challenge I was afraid to face.

“For now.” Tessa’s eyes caught mine and didn’t let go. “But she needs you, Cole. Even if she never says it, not even once, she needs you. Don’t make her ask.”

I tucked her words away, letting the thought settle like a pebble in my mental shoe. Tessa had sounded the alarm; that was enough. I wouldn’t let Emma down, not now, not ever. I brushed her hair back, kissed her forehead. “You really never miss a thing, do you?”

She shook her head. “Maybe I used to watch because it was safer than acting. But now? I think the only thing I want is to hold this together. To be a real part of it.”

“You are. I couldn’t run this boat another hour without you.”

She melted into me, soft noises of happiness fusing with the faint thump of the sea against the hull.

We lay that way, talking, sometimes about the girls, sometimes about the future, sometimes just holding each other in the kind of hush that only means something when it has an echo.

The sun came up, painting everything in new gold.

Tessa watched it happen, then turned to me.

“You know what’s different? I’m not writing it down. I’m here, with you. And I’ve never felt more present.”

I kissed her one last time, tasting morning on her lips.

The journal stayed closed on the nightstand, but Tessa didn’t need it. Not anymore.

I drew her in until there was no space left between us, our bodies seamlessly pressed together. She let out a gentle, contented sigh and kissed my jaw, arms snaking tight around my chest as if to hold us suspended in this pocket of warmth. “Can we stay like this for a little longer?”

My palm drifted slowly over every curve, lingering on the bare flesh of her ass, savoring the quiet heat between us. “We can stay here for as long as you want.”

***

Sunrise looked different after a night like that, sharper, cleaner, as if every shadow had been blown overboard with the old worries. The first thing I noticed was the light, pure gold, gilding every inch of teak, splashing through the galley windows, and setting the whole main deck on fire. The second thing was Tessa: hair wild, eyes alert, the kind of smile only earned after you’ve been totally undone and then put back together again.

We padded down the corridor together, bare feet silent on the cool wood, her hand brushing mine whenever we swung too close. For a second, it felt like the ship was empty, just the two of us breathing the same air, and I wanted to keep it that way forever.

But life aboard True North waited for no man and definitely no harem.

We hit the aft deck first. Evan was already out there, the unsung documentarian, setting up his camera rig on the railing, back stiff as a marine on parade. He wore the same cargo shorts he’d rocked every day of the voyage, but today the shirt was wrinkled as if he’d slept in it. Or not slept at all.

He didn’t see us at first. He was focused on the lens, adjusting an angle and punching at the settings with more force than necessary. But the second he looked up and spotted Tessa at my side, something in his body language snapped. The shoulders that had been squared shrank, his jaw tightened, and the way his hands clutched the camera, you’d think it was a life raft and he was already adrift.

I almost stepped in, out of habit, but Tessa beat me to it. She drew herself up, all five foot six of her, and crossed the deck with a dignity I’d never seen in her before.

Evan kept working the dials, but his hands were shaking now, the focus wheel slipping between his fingers.

“Evan,” Tessa called, not tentative, not loud. Just hers.

He turned, surprise flickering through the wall of forced calm he’d thrown up overnight.

She didn’t hesitate. “I’m sorry for your pain,” she said, voice gentle but anchored, no quiver, no apology. “But I won’t apologize for my choices. Not now, not ever.”

It hit like a bullet to the heart.

Evan’s eyes went glassy for a split second, just long enough for the truth to get in, then he blinked the hurt away and shrugged, a silent concession. “I know Tessa, and I’m sorry if what I said hurt you. Maybe I wanted to hurt you, and for that you deserve better than me. I hope we can at least stay friends.”

If there was an Olympic event for heartbreak, the kid would’ve medaled.

“I’d like that,” Tessa said. “And I’m sorry I couldn’t force myself to love you the way you deserved. I didn’t plan to fall in love with Cole, it just happened as easy as breathing.”

I could tell her words had cut him deep, but after the things he had told Tess the day before, he had it coming.

He forced a smile and nodded. “He’s a lucky guy.” He exhaled, a sound like surrender, then squared his shoulders and pivoted back to his work.

There was grace in it. Dignity. I respected the hell out of that.

Tessa didn’t gloat. She just nodded, once, then headed for the salon.

I caught the moment as it rippled through the ship.

Brooke, perched like a queen at the edge of the upper deck, never missed a beat. I felt her watching, cold blue eyes dissecting every move. She catalogued Evan’s blush, Tessa’s new anchor, and how I let Tessa lead without a word. You could almost see the social equations rearranging in her head, where the power had shifted, who owed what loyalty, how every wound or alliance now fit into the greater architecture.

If Brooke ever ran for president, we’d all be working for her by noon.

Inside, the salon glowed like a stage. Summer and Kylie were already there, barefoot, tanned legs kicked up as they argued over who’d gotten more likes on the overnight sponsor videos. Lila lingered at the coffee machine, her hair perfect chaos, face open and free, no hint of yesterday’s ghosts.

Emma, ever the anchor, finished whisking eggs at the galley bar and offered everyone a plate before they even had to speak. She shot a secret smile at me, a woman who saw more than she ever said, and liked it that way.

But the real test was Tessa.

She walked in, not a notebook in sight, and went straight to the crew, no hiding, no deflection, no observer’s mask. She sank beside Lila, poured herself a cup of coffee, and let the laughter of the group sweep her up. When Summer teased her about the “all-nighter with Cap,” Tessa didn’t blush or go silent. She just laughed, a sound so unfiltered it made even Kylie pause.

That was the new world order. No shadows, no second row.

For the first time, Tessa was living the story, not just taking notes.

I waited a beat before stepping into the room, just to see what she’d do.

She didn’t hesitate. She stood, padded across the room, and pulled me down for a good-morning kiss, right in front of six pairs of eyes and at least three phones. It wasn’t a show; it was just real, soft and kind and totally hers. Then she hugged me and went right back to the table, falling into the current of conversation as if she’d always belonged.

There it was. Family, chosen and loud and beautiful.

Over by the fridge, Nathan lurked like a fungus you couldn’t quite bleach out. His eyes flickered between Evan, brave face, wounded pride, and the harem, where the center of gravity had shifted overnight. You could see him recalculating, trying to sniff out the new weak links, the hidden resentments, the open spaces where he might still wedge a wedge if he tried hard enough.

He didn’t say a word. He didn’t need to. You could feel the analysis, every micro-expression locked in for later use.

I made a mental note: The next play from Nathan wouldn’t be direct. He’d wait for a crack, then go in like a dark current, silent and mean. His time on board was quickly coming to an end. I’d had all I could take of him.

But for now, the ship was solid.

Breakfast turned loud and wild, Kylie daring Summer to shotgun orange juice out the nose, Summer countering with some half-true story about waking up naked on the bow. Brooke and Emma traded glances and decided nobody should investigate.

Tessa and Lila shared inside jokes, real laughter, the kind that only happens after you’ve shattered and rebuilt the world in a single night.

Nobody was faking anything. The hierarchy was alive and humming, more intricate and more honest than ever.

When I sat down, Lila squeezed my hand under the table. Tessa hooked her foot around my ankle, grinning. Even Brooke, from her vantage point, seemed to accept the new configuration.

Evan filmed it all, steady hands now, the only telltale sign the redness in his eyes. He caught Tessa smiling, the way her hand lingered on my wrist, the moments of quiet intimacy that made us a family, not a trope.

And on the edge, Nathan watched it all, eyes bright, storing ammunition for the next storm.

For now, though, morning won.

I sipped my coffee, feeling the heat spread through my body, and looked around the table at the impossible, gorgeous, perfectly flawed women who had decided to build something nobody else would ever understand.

If you’d told me a year ago this would be my life, a harem, a found-family, a revolution stitched together by courage and sex and second chances, I’d have laughed you off the pier.

But today, I wouldn’t trade a second of it. Not for the world.

Let the next storm come. We’d weather it, together.

That was the truth, and it was enough.


Chapter fourteen
Showdown


The best show in the Indian Ocean didn’t run on any clock.

Dinner had started at eight, but nobody on True North ever finished a meal before midnight. By eleven, the salon was loud as a Miami bar on fight night, candles dripping, wine flowing, women sprawled across teak benches trading jokes so dirty even Summer had to catch her breath. The main table was a wreck: plates scattered, empty bottles crowding the centerpiece, papaya wedges half-melted in the humidity. Every time I thought the pace might slow down, someone poured another glass or lobbed a new story across the table and the laughter started up all over again.

I was wedged between Lila, bare shoulders, wild hair, the glow of someone finally at home in her own skin, and Emma, who’d claimed the end seat and was busy playing Nurse Ratched to anyone who even thought about skipping their salad. Summer lounged opposite me, feet up on the ottoman, her tan legs so bare and brazen they might’ve been illegal in three countries. Next to her, Kylie and Brooke kept up a running snark commentary, their voices dueling for dominance.

Tessa and Evan were at the far end, talking in low voices, heads together over a notebook and a phone. If anyone was paying attention to the ship’s other resident troublemaker, they didn’t show it. Nathan sulked at the edge of the action, glaring holes in the tablecloth, twirling a fork like he wished it were a microphone. He looked like a man itching for a stage, but too smart to try for center until he thought he could win.

For a minute, he kept quiet.

It didn’t last.

***

The air changed the second Nathan put down his fork.

He cleared his throat, loud enough to shove aside every conversation. Classic move. Every eye shifted his way, the energy on deck switching from relaxed to wary in a breath.

Nathan leaned back in his chair, careful, slow, a smug little smile crawling over his face.

“I suppose you all think it’s funny,” he began, pitching his voice to sound like the voice of God’s own TED Talk, “parading this… show… around the world like nobody could possibly object. But some of us still care about upholding basic morality. And I have it from very good authority, higher than any of you, I might add, that your little circus is about to be canceled.”

Summer didn’t even blink. She was busy licking chili salt off her thumb, but the look in her eye was pure predator on siesta.

“Wow, Nathan. We all thought you’d finally gone mute. Turns out you were just waiting for the villain monologue.” She grinned, flashing white teeth. “Please, do tell.”

He ignored her, squaring his shoulders for the room like a CEO prepping for a hostile takeover.

“A group of real men, community leaders, pastors, the kind of people who believe in family values, are negotiating to buy out your streaming partner. The one that hosts Harem on the Horizon.” He savored the pause, smirk deepening. “First thing they’ll do? Cancel every episode and scrub the archives. All your… performances? Gone.”

You’d think he’d just announced the Second Coming, the way he beamed. I half expected him to stand and break out a hymn.

I’d crawled over every line of those contracts, dissecting them, memorizing each clause—even the ones Adam and Mark had slipped in just before they’d both jumped ship. And what I found was this: the streaming rights belonged to us, indisputable, every inch. Lock, stock, and barrel. The so-called partner was exactly that—a partner, nothing more. We’d only handed over exclusive streaming rights to squeeze a fatter share out of the profits; the moment we said so, the show could move. The platform was a shell, a pipeline; we supplied the substance, they just carried it to the crowd. If we wanted out, we had options. There were other platforms waiting, watching, hungry for a shot.

There was a beat of silence. Two seconds, maybe less.

Then Kylie burst out laughing, full body, head thrown back, the whole table rippling with it.

Summer rolled her eyes and went in for the kill.

She laced her fingers behind her head, all lazy confidence. “Nathan, sweetie, you really don’t understand how streaming works, do you?” She glanced at Kylie for backup. “We own the show. We own every second of footage, every contract, every byline. The platform just hosts it for a 20% cut and traffic. If some dusty old patriarchy wants to blow a few hundred million dollars on a streaming company, that’s hilarious, but it changes exactly zero for us.”

Kylie grinned, loving it. “We’d literally have a better deal in thirty minutes. Hell, my DMs are full of offers right now. I could drop in a VPN code, and we’d be streaming on three new platforms before your Bible group finished dessert.”

Lila snorted into her wine. Even Brooke managed a slow smile, as if Nathan’s entire campaign had just failed a first-year logic class.

Nathan’s jaw twitched. “You… that’s not how these things work! You’re not in control! They’ll ruin your reputation, they’ll—”

“Who cares?” Summer said, voice dripping with sunny pity. “It’s not the fifties, babe. Nobody gets excommunicated over a sex tape anymore. People get paid.”

Every woman at the table lost it.

Emma dabbed at her eyes, shoulders shaking with quiet laughter.

Kylie nearly fell off her chair.

Brooke sipped her wine, cool as a Bond villain. “I’d enjoy explaining this to a media lawyer. It would make for splendid content.”

Nathan’s face started out red and only got redder. You could almost hear the blood pressure climbing. But instead of backing down, he reached for the nuclear option: guilt by scripture.

He braced his hands on the table, fingers white, and quoted, “Wives, submit to your own husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife…” He let the passage hang, like it was about to crush every argument in the room. “There’s a reason the world is falling apart. It’s because women like you refuse to submit. You think rebellion is freedom, but it’s just chaos. It destroys the family structure, it ruins—”

Emma, of all people, cut him off. Not with a yell, but a patient shake of the head.

“That’s not what those passages mean,” she said, voice low but razor sharp. “In the original Greek, ‘submit’ is reciprocal. The next verse says, ‘Husbands, love your wives as Christ loved the church’, which meant dying for her, putting her needs first. There’s nothing in there about policing women’s voices or controlling their bodies. You’re twisting faith into control, Nathan. That’s not how Christianity was meant to work.”

The hush in the salon could’ve frozen an engine block.

Nathan’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. For a second, he looked genuinely lost, like someone had suddenly swapped his GPS for a compass and told him north was a lie.

Emma didn’t gloat. She just kept going, building steam with each word, the caretaker transformed into a soft-spoken truth missile.

“Maybe try reading all the words next time,” she finished. “Not just the ones you think make you powerful.”

Summer grinned at her like she’d just won a bar fight in one punch.

Brooke nodded, blue eyes shining with approval. “Well said, Emma. Even a first-year law student knows to read the fine print.”

For the first time in his life, Nathan looked like he wanted to shrink into the upholstery. But he doubled down, as guys like him always do. He wheeled around to Lila, eyes cold, voice a notch away from a threat.

“Maybe you don’t care what respectable people think,” he sneered, “but your parents still do. What you’re doing here will haunt them, Delilah. I can call them tonight. I can tell them what you’ve become. They’ll believe me. Not you.”

He expected her to break.

She didn’t.

Lila stood up, slow and steady, her wine glass steady in her hand. She didn’t raise her voice or square up for a fight. She just… existed, all dignity, the whole salon stilled by the force of her presence.

She stared right at Nathan, unflinching.

“I’ve spent my whole life letting men like you interpret God’s words for me,” she said, voice clear as a bell. “I let you tell me what I could think, what I could feel, even what my own heart was worth. But I don’t need that anymore. Nobody here does.”

She paused, savoring the hush.

“I’m done being shamed for wanting more than what you’re willing to give. I’m done apologizing for not fitting your idea of what a woman should be. My parents aren’t perfect, but I won’t let you turn their love into a weapon against me. Not ever again. And if that’s not good enough for them,” she shrugged, “I’m prepared to live with the consequences.”

For a second, you could’ve heard a pin drop.

Then Lila sat down, folded her hands in her lap, and looked more at peace than I’d ever seen her.

Nathan lost it.

He slammed his palm on the table, voice rising. “I can destroy you, Delilah. I can have your parents drag you home in chains, I can get you blackballed from every college—”

Brooke stood up, slicing the tension with the motion alone. She held her phone screen facing out. The recording app glowed, still rolling.

“That’s quite enough, Nathan,” she said, voice quieter but packed with so much disdain my own skin prickled. “I’ve been recording your threats, blackmail, intimidation, and manipulations for weeks. If you’d like Lila’s parents, or her church, or even a judge to hear what you’re really like, I can send the file in a matter of seconds. That includes all your calls via sat com. I also have transcripts. Multiple backups, just in case.”

She arched one perfect eyebrow, the ultimate fuck-you flourish.

“Would you like me to send them now? Or would you prefer to leave this table in silence?”

Nathan stared at her, dumbstruck, the color draining from his face. For once, he had nothing. Not a verse, not a threat, not even a sound.

That’s when I stood up.

I let the captain’s voice drop in, deep, steady, no need for volume.

“Nathan. You’re done. At the next port, you disembark and you don’t come back. No debate, no bargaining. If you so much as text Lila’s family or any woman on board, the evidence goes straight to them. And if you try anything on this ship, I will personally toss you overboard before I finish my drink.”

I let every word soak into the silence.

“You’re done here. Understood?”

He tried, god, he tried, to rally. He scanned the faces at the table, saw nothing but ice and apathy, and finally, the realization set in.

He stood, shoving his chair back so hard it nearly toppled. But nobody flinched. Nobody stood with him, not even Evan.

Nathan glared down the table, a last stand that looked more pathetic than scary.

He was history, and he could feel it.

He stalked out, footsteps echoing down the corridor, and the tension in the room sloughed off in an instant.

Summer whooped, popping the cork on another bottle of wine.

“That’s how you kill a church gigolo,” she announced, winking at Lila. “Bluebell, you are my new hero.”

Kylie clinked her glass in tribute. “I’m putting that whole thing on the highlight reel. Front and center.”

Lila smiled, her arm looping through mine, pride radiating so bright you could almost taste it in the air.

Emma leaned in, her hand gentle on Lila’s wrist. “You did it. You’re free.”

Brooke just nodded, already emailing the audio files to a locked folder somewhere.

The table buzzed with victory, every woman flashing smiles, every voice lifted.

We finished dinner as a family, not a cell block.

And the future felt wide open.

***

The revolution knocked the wind out of the salon, but it wasn’t enough to draw a line under the night. You don’t just erase years of judgment and fear with a single confrontation, even one as epic as what Lila pulled off tonight. The others drifted away from dinner in twos and threes, drunk on their own freedom, replaying every burn and comeback with a giddy hunger I’d never seen before.

But Lila hung back, whole body humming with voltage.

She was the last one out of the salon.

I watched her slip down the corridor and up the companionway, midnight hair loose, the barest whisper of linen wrapped around her hips. It wasn’t the walk of someone running away, it was a woman chasing the horizon, ready to see if the world she’d claimed was really hers.

I followed.

The deck was quiet enough to hear heaven.

Stars blazed overhead, so thick and close they looked like you could pluck them out of the sky and strew them across the teak. The Indian Ocean was pure glass, each ripple reflecting the moon so perfectly it hurt to look at it straight. Even the breeze was gentle, more suggestion than substance, carrying the soft, clean scent of salt and fresh varnish.

Lila stood at the starboard rail, gazing out into the infinite. She’d pulled her hair over one shoulder, exposing the elegant line of her neck, the muscle in her bare arms flexed as she gripped the rail. The linen slip barely covered her ass, and the wind teased the hem until every inch of golden thigh flashed like a dare.

She didn’t move as I came up behind her, but she didn’t freeze, either.

I was in no rush. I stood at her side, close enough that her warmth mixed with mine, and just waited.

After a long, sweet minute, she spoke.

“I’ve never felt so light,” Lila said, voice low, like sharing a secret with the stars. “It’s strange. I always thought I was hollow, but really, I was just weighed down. Carrying his judgment, people like him, my whole life, and I didn’t even see it until tonight.”

I leaned in, elbows on the rail. “It’s easy to miss the stuff you’re born with. Feels normal, until you finally get a taste of what it’s like free of it.”

She nodded, slow. “It’s like taking off wet clothes after a storm. For a minute you’re cold, then suddenly, you can breathe again.”

She turned, finally, and I caught the full strength of her in the moonlight. No fear. No apology.

Just a woman who’d fought like hell for her own soul and won.

She looked at me, eyes full of wonder.

“I thought faith meant following rules. Memorizing the right answers, never trusting your own instincts. Always asking for permission. But now… I think it’s about finding something true. Even if it means breaking every script I was ever handed.”

I nodded, letting her steer.

“You found truth tonight,” I said. “And you taught the whole boat what it looks like to own your story, not just live in someone else’s.”

She smiled, a real one, soft at the corners, wild in its center.

“Funny thing is, I didn’t even know who I was until I gave up needing to impress anyone,” she said. “All that time spent shrinking, apologizing, just so I wouldn’t lose my place at the table. But none of that’s real. Not compared to this. Not compared to you.”

The words lit me up, almost too much.

“Lila—”

But she stopped me with a fingertip to my lips, then stepped in, so close my heart skipped and came back running.

She kissed me. Not soft. Not asking.

Confident, bold, a collision of lips and tongue that belonged to a woman who’d finally figured out what she wanted.

I kissed her back, hungry, hands at her waist, gripping the hips that had just hours ago defied a decade of oppression.

Her mouth tasted like wine, and her tongue tangled with mine, daring me to fight her for control.

But she didn’t want a war.

She wanted witness.

When she broke for air, her breath was shaky, but her hands were already sliding up under my shirt, nails raking gentle lines over my chest.

“You make me feel invincible,” Lila whispered. “Like there’s nothing left to fear.”

I ran my palms up her back, exploring every wild new patch of skin. The linen slip didn’t last long. She undid the knot and let it fall to the deck, baring her to the breeze.

She wore nothing underneath. Her body was golden in the starlight, every line perfect, tits high and full, nipples dark and hard with anticipation.

She didn’t shiver.

She didn’t cover up.

She just owned it.

I traced her hip, slow, letting her set the pace.

“You’re perfect,” I said, meaning every syllable.

She pressed her tits to my chest, wrapped her hand around the back of my neck, and pulled me down for another kiss.

This one was different: hotter, hungrier, no space for old ghosts.

She gasped as I cupped her ass, lifting her easily until she was perched right on the rail, legs spread wide to welcome me in.

Her pussy was already slick, lips glistening in the moonlight, the scent of her arousal mixing with ocean salt and night air.

She guided my hand down, right between her legs. “I want you, Cole,” she whispered. “All of you. Out here, with nothing between us at all.”

There wasn’t a power in the universe that could’ve stopped me.

I slipped two fingers between her lips, sliding through the wetness, teasing her clit in slow, deliberate circles. She moaned, low and wild, hips grinding against my palm.

Her tits bounced as she rocked, nipples rubbing against my shirt, hot and desperate.

I thumbed her clit, loving the way she melted for me, no hesitation, just pure, greedy want.

She caught my wrist, holding it in place, and started fucking herself on my fingers, building her own rhythm.

Her voice was barely more than breath.

“God, that’s so good. Don’t stop. I want to come for you, right here, where anyone could see.”

The thought made me hard enough to ache.

I let her ride, watched as her body built to a fever pitch. Her thighs trembled, her pussy clamped down on my fingers, and with a single, perfect cry she shattered, coming so hard I thought she’d wake the whole ship.

I kept going, slow and gentle, drawing out every last aftershock until she slumped against my chest, breathless and dazed.

I kissed her hair, burying my face in the scent of sex and sweat.

When she finally looked up, there was nothing uncertain in her gaze.

“I want you inside me,” she said. “And this time, I want to take what I want.”

She dropped to her knees, tongue out, licking the head of my cock through the fabric of my shorts.

I fumbled the zipper, too needy to play it cool.

She pulled me free, eyes wide, delight and awe all tangled up on her lips.

She stroked the shaft, then took me into her mouth, slow at first, then greedier, bobbing her head while her hand worked the base.

The sensation was unreal, her tongue swirled the tip, and every time she moaned around my cock, it hit like a shockwave.

She wasn’t shy about it. She loved the way I filled her mouth, loved the mess, the way spit and precum glistened in the moonlight.

When she sensed I was close, she pulled off, grinning, and climbed right into my lap, straddling me so my cock pressed against her soaked, ready pussy.

She reached down, lined me up, and eased herself down inch by inch.

The stretch was divine. Her pussy gripped me so tight I could barely breathe.

She took my hands, put them on her tits, and started to ride.

At first, she went slow, savoring every slide, every bounce of her body.

But then the hunger caught fire.

She slammed down on me, over and over, a force of nature, nothing careful or rehearsed about the way she claimed my cock. Her ass bounced off my thighs, every impact electric, the sharp clap echoing out over the starlit deck. Each time she rose, her body flexed, muscles in her legs and back standing out in high relief, then she’d drop again, fucking herself onto me with a rhythm that was all hunger and zero shame.

Her tits shook with every motion, full and heavy, nipples so hard they looked almost painful. She wanted me to watch, wanted me to see her own every inch of it, and I did, couldn’t look away if I tried. Her hands dug into my shoulders for balance, but sometimes she’d rake her fingers through my hair, or claw at my chest, leaving faint pink marks that would sting in the morning.

Her pussy gripped my cock so tight I could feel her heartbeat on every thrust, the wet heat swallowing me whole, squeezing and milking with every roll of her hips. She kept changing it up, sometimes slow and grinding, letting me savor the velvet clutch of her, then slamming down again, using me as leverage to wring every possible ounce of pleasure from her own body. It was the kind of fucking that left no room for words, just the raw sound of skin and breath and need.

I tried to help, bracing her with my hands, thumbs digging into the soft flesh at her waist, but she shook her head, hair whipping in my face, and pinned my wrists back against the rail. She held me there, forcing me to take it, to let her set the pace, the depth, the angle, every detail hers to command. The move sent a bolt through me; I’d never seen her so sure, so hot and wild and absolutely free.

The whole boat could’ve been watching, for all she cared. Maybe she wanted that. Maybe I did too.

She rode me harder, sweat slick on her golden skin, mouth parted in a delirious grin. Her hips snapped, her voice breaking in a series of ragged, hungry moans that went straight to my head. Every time I thought I’d bottomed out inside her, she’d find a way to take me deeper, grinding her clit against my pubic bone, wringing another jolt of pleasure from both of us.

She never looked away from me, even when her eyes went glassy and her breath caught in her throat. She wanted me to see it all: the shudder, the bloom of pink across her chest, the way she started to tremble just before her body let go.

She came again, pussy clenching like a fist, the aftershocks rippling up her spine. She bit my shoulder to muffle the scream, her whole body locked up for a few perfect seconds, then she slumped against me, panting.

But she wasn’t done.

She started again, fucking herself on me, hair wild in the wind, eyes locked on mine, tongue darting out each time I grabbed her tighter.

“You’re everything,” she panted. “More than I ever dreamed.”

I squeezed her tits, rolling and pinching the nipples, then slipped my thumb lower to tease her clit as she moved.

It sent her over the edge.

She came again, this time sobbing my name, burying her face in my neck as her pussy clamped down, soaking my cock with heat and slick.

I held on, letting her ride out the storm, hands locked on her waist, cock buried deep inside her.

When she finally slowed, she collapsed against me, sweat and tears and laughter all tangled up as if she’d just survived a hurricane.

We shifted positions, moving to the padded sun lounger just aft of the main mast. She stretched out on her back, legs spread wide, body glowing in the starlight.

I knelt between her thighs, lined up, and fucked her slow and deep, every thrust a promise.

She clawed at my back, nails digging deep enough to leave proof, not just marks. Her thighs locked around my hips like iron bands, pulling me as far inside as I'd go, refusing to let me pull away or hold back. The hunger in her eyes devoured everything, light, time, distance between us. I thrust in slow, deliberate strokes, feeling every inch of her heat, every squeeze and tremble. Each time I bottomed out she arched, her tits rising and falling, nipples grazing my chest, her breath hot on my throat as she bit at the line of my jaw.

She was loud, absolutely unafraid, giving voice to the way I made her feel. Each moan was a little different, some came from her chest, deep and broken, others from her throat, almost a song. Sometimes she’d whimper, or gasp, or say my name like a prayer. Sweat beaded on her skin, shining in the pale glow of the moon. Her hair clung to the side of her face, damp with effort, but she never looked away from me. Watching her lose herself, knowing I was the reason, was its own narcotic.

I reached down, hooked an arm under her knee to tilt her hips higher, and she cried out, sharp and raw. I fucked her harder, letting go of restraint, chasing the rhythm that made her lose control. Our bodies slapped together, the sound echoing out over the night sea. She didn't care if anyone heard. Maybe I didn't either.

Lila’s hands found my face, pulled me down for a kiss that was teeth and tongue and need. She nipped my lip, then let her head fall back, jaw slack, eyes wild with the edge of sensation. I could feel her getting close, her pussy clutching at my cock, her whole body tensing. But I didn't want it to be over yet. I wanted to keep her right there, just before the fall, as long as she’d let me.

I slowed, grinding instead of thrusting, circling my hips to tease her clit with every movement. She whimpered, bucked, tried to force me deeper. I grinned and held her down, making her take it slow, every stroke a promise that I was never going to let her go. She dug her nails into my shoulders for leverage, using me as an anchor as she came apart.

There were no words, just the music of bodies finding home.

She started to come again, her pussy fluttering, clit throbbing under my touch.

She begged for it—

“Don’t hold back. Fill me. Make me yours forever.”

I lost all semblance of control.

I hammered into her, hips snapping, every part of me focused on the sweet, obscene sensation of Lila’s body clinging to mine.

When I felt the edge coming, I flipped her over, gathered her close in a perfect spoon, one hand pinning her thigh wide so I could fuck her even deeper.

She gasped, the new angle hitting every nerve, her ass pressing snug against me.

I reached around, rubbing her clit as I slammed inside, letting the rhythm spiral us both to the edge.

“God, I can feel you everywhere,” she cried, shuddering as the orgasm ripped through her.

The tension finally snapped, violent, beautiful, unstoppable, like a rope that had held for too long and finally surrendered to the strain. I drove into her, my hands gripping her hips with a desperation that felt primal, necessary, honest. Her breathy cries and the frantic squeeze of her body around my cock fed the white-hot riot boiling in my gut, each thrust launching us higher, closer, past any point of return.

She arched her back, hair fanning wild across the cushions, and met me stroke for stroke, her nails etching secrets into my shoulders. The entire world telescoped down to the wet, perfect heat of her, to the way she pulled me deeper with each pulse, as if her body was screaming never let go, not even for a second. Our rhythm got ragged, then savage, then so slow and deep it felt like we’d never separate again.

I lost myself in her, in the look on her face, heedless, holy, radiant as a goddess at worship and war. We hovered there, trembling, every muscle tight, every nerve alive, until my own climax crashed through me with enough force to black out the stars. I buried myself to the hilt, shuddering, emptying into her in a series of brutal, involuntary spasms. I’d never felt anything so total, so obliterating. My vision went white at the edges; my body went weightless. We clung together as the pleasure crested and then broke in surges, waves, aftershocks so sharp they bordered on pain.

Even after the last spasm, I couldn’t let go. She wouldn’t let me. She flipped onto her back, drawing me deep, her legs locked tight around my waist, her arms wound up behind my neck as if anchoring us to this one, infinite second.

She milked every drop, her pussy clutching me, her breath a broken chorus of moans and thank-yous against my arm.

We stayed locked together, sweat and cum and starlight fusing us into something new.

The world could have ended, and I wouldn’t have noticed.

For a long time, neither of us moved.

We lay twisted together on the lounger, the ocean reflecting the dawn that hadn’t even started yet.

My cock stayed inside her, still twitching from the afterglow.

She laced her fingers through mine, drawing them up to her lips, kissing each knuckle like the words just weren’t enough.

When she finally broke the hush, her voice was everything, joy, relief, wonder.

“I choose this,” Lila said, chest rising and falling in deep, contented waves. “All of it. Not because I’m rebelling or because I’m lost, but because I’ve finally found myself. Nobody can take it away, not Nathan, not even my parents. I belong here.”

She looked up, bold and unashamed.

“I belong to myself. And I choose to belong to you, too.”

If anything could’ve undone me, it was that.

I squeezed her hand, kissed her hair, and whispered, “You’re extraordinary. You always have been. I’m just glad the world finally gets to see it.”

She flushed, wild and happy.

We lay there until the sky split gold over the water, the old world finally dead and the new one humming with possibility.

***

The sun was barely a rumor, but the yacht was awake, the day carrying a charge I’d never felt before.

Lila and I padded down the steps, bare feet on cool teak, linen wrap lost somewhere topside. She didn’t bother to hide her marks: the bite on her neck, the prints on her hips, the creamy trail of my cum running down her thighs. She was a legend now, and she knew it.

We hit the salon just as Evan was setting up his camera for the daily sizzle reel.

He spotted us instantly, face going through the entire emotional spectrum, shock, embarrassment, awe.

Lila didn’t hide.

She didn’t flinch.

She walked straight up, arm looped through mine, and faced the lens dead-on.

Evan fumbled for a second, the camera blinking red, but she just smiled, radiant and untouchable.

“Let them see,” she said, not even looking away, even though all of the important parts would be blurred for the world. “I’m not hiding anymore.”

She leaned in, kissed me for the world to witness.

Evan captured every frame.

Behind us, in the corridor shadows, Nathan watched. Even half-dressed and raw, his glare was nothing compared to the new order on deck.

Lila saw him. She met his gaze, undaunted, then turned away, as if the past was nothing but a rumor.

The camera caught it all: the rise, the resistance, the revolution.

And as the morning sun filled the cabin, nobody even remembered Nathan’s name.

They only remembered our queen.


Chapter fifteen
The OG's


Sunset on the island of Mahé in the Seychelles islands was supposed to be a fucking dopamine rush. Every square inch of the harbor looked curated for a billionaire’s highlight reel. Water turned liquid copper under the dying sun, palms backlit and trembling, the air heavy with ozone and rum. True North glided through the breakwater at half-speed, motors barely a purr, while the dock crew at Eden Island Marina lined up all along the main pier to gawk.

The girls had dressed for it. Lila wore nothing but a thin, white wrap knotted at her ribs, the deep tan lines on her thighs flashing every time she moved. Summer’s bikini was more tattoo than fabric, neon blue against sun-drenched skin. Even Brooke had ditched her usual icy corporate chic for linen shorts and a top so tight it looked like she’d borrowed it from Kylie, which, knowing those two, was probably true.

Evan filmed the whole arrival, camera steady as a sniper, angling for those sponsor-mandated sizzle shots, champagne at the bow, sun kissing bare shoulders, the harem in full bloom. Spirits ran wild. Outwardly, it was peak party mode. But underneath, in the subtle glances and nervous flutters, I saw them all watching for the next move. Nathan had been a powder keg for weeks. Nobody thought he’d slink off into the night peacefully.

He didn’t disappoint.

We’d barely tied off when the mood on deck curdled.

The last coil of dock line hadn’t even hit the cleat before Nathan made his entrance, loud steps pounding up the gangway, shirt ironed crisp, jaw clenched, every cell in his body wired for drama. He clutched a battered manila folder under one arm and waved what looked like a blue passport in the other.

He didn’t bother with hello. He aimed straight for Lila.

She froze mid-laugh, glass halfway to her lips, the legend glow slipping just a fraction.

Nathan’s voice cracked across the deck, a blunt instrument.

“Delilah, your parents have already signed the transfer papers. Your classes, your apartment, every account, they’re pulling the plug. I’ve got your passport right here. If you don’t get off this whoreboat with me tonight, I’ll leave you here without any way back.”

He tossed the folder onto the teak like it was Exhibit A in a morality play.

The impact was nuclear. Every woman on deck swung around, eyes narrowing, muscles tensing, the air instantly electric.

The harem’s shield wall materialized out of thin air.

Summer and Kylie got there first. Summer slid in, barefoot and gleaming, slotting herself between Nathan and Lila like a one-woman task force. Her face was pure sunshine, but her posture screamed, I’d gut you with a seashell if you tried anything. Kylie flanked from the port side, arms folded, every tendon in her body preloaded and ready to launch.

Emma and Tessa moved less like bodyguards and more like paramedics, one to stabilize, one to diagnose. Emma put a hand on Lila’s shoulder, soft but iron, voice low in her ear: “Breathe, honey. You’ve got us now.” Tessa was already unspooling the emotional landmine, eyes locked on Nathan, words sharp as scalpels.

“He’s trying to isolate you, Lila,” Tessa said, refusing to flinch. “Textbook manipulation. First they threaten your future, then make you dependent, then blame you for what comes next. Don’t let him take your choices. Not tonight.”

Brooke hung back half a pace, gathering data, scrolling fast on her phone. Her expression could’ve chilled a bottle of gin. She scanned each document Nathan tossed and snapped covert pictures, thumb flicking, eyes calculating risk and recourse before most people could finish a sigh.

For one, perfect second the harem was a human barricade, no gaps, no weaknesses, just a wall of solidarity and female rage.

Nathan didn’t notice. Or maybe he didn’t care.

His attention was locked on Lila, as if the others barely registered.

She tried to steady herself, but her voice betrayed the tremor.

“Why are you doing this, Nathan? What happened to just letting me live my life?”

He rolled his eyes, the smirk crawling back.

“You call this life? You’re a prize on a reality circus, not a woman. You think they’ll keep you after the cameras stop rolling? Your parents can’t even watch the episodes without crying. This—” he gestured at the girls, the yacht, the sunset, “—is the last shot you get before everyone moves on.”

He jabbed her passport toward the rail, dangling it precariously. “Come with me now, or stay here as an illegal, no job, no papers, no hope.”

The silence on deck was absolute.

***

I’d been at the aft winch station, but the second Nathan started his number, the captain took over.

I walked up slow, letting each step telegraph exactly how done I was with this shit.

Nothing about Nathan’s play surprised me. He was a cornered animal, all bark and last-ditch bravado. But standing there, watching Lila’s knuckles go white on the rail, I felt the old heat rising, a slow, tidal surge that started in the gut and pressed up behind my eyes.

Kylie threw me a glance, warning and invitation all at once.

Brooke caught my approach with a tilt of her chin, ready to hand off the legal baton.

But in the end, words were a formality.

I locked eyes with Nathan, let the blue in my stare go winter hard.

“You’ve threatened someone under my protection for the last time,” I said, each word low and level. “You want to pick a fight, Nathan, you pick it with me. But you’re never laying a finger on Lila or any woman here again. Understood?”

Nathan tossed his head, pretending bravado wasn’t just a mask for fear.

“Oh, brave captain, coming to rescue the fallen. Guess you need a new quest now that you can’t get it up with women your own age.” He sneered, brandishing the passport higher. “You want her so bad? Give me a scripture about stealing another man’s promised bride. Here’s mine: ‘Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord.’ And I am the Lord’s chosen in this fight.”

He looked around, seeking allies, but found only stone faces.

That’s when Brooke stepped forward, the phone extended like a badge.

Her voice was ice water and steel wool.

“Blackmail, harassment, and coercion, documented, time-stamped, and backed up to three different cloud servers. One file to the Seychelles police, and you’ll be explaining extradition law to the local authorities before dinner. I’m also BCC’ing your church board and your father’s professional compliance officer. Would you like a copy for your records?”

She didn’t blink.

Nathan actually stumbled.

The cocky posture wilted. He ran a hand through his hair, gaze flicking to the manila folder as if the papers might leap up and rescue him.

He tried for one last stand, but it came out as a hiss: “You’re not a family. You’re a whorehouse with delusions of grandeur. God will see to it you pay every debt, Lila. Every. Single. One.”

He tossed the passport toward Brooke. She snagged it seamlessly, tucking it behind her back for Lila.

His hand hovered on the folder, but this time, he just surrendered. Dropped it at her feet.

The harem closed ranks, sealing off Lila from whatever venom remained.

Nathan turned to go, muttering curses and damnations under his breath, ego in tatters.

I could’ve left it there.

But I didn’t.

He was halfway down the gangway when something snapped.

Maybe it was the look on Lila’s face, half terror, half wild, shaking relief, or the way Summer and Kylie braced like they wished someone would just give them the green light to finish what Brooke started.

Maybe it was my own history, years of holding the line, never giving myself permission to just let go and defend what mattered.

Whatever the reason, I didn’t think. I just acted.

I strode after Nathan, boots hammering teak.

He spun at the dock, mouth opening to spew one final scripture, but he never got the chance.

I gave him a single, surgical right cross to the chin. Not showy, not wild, just a perfectly controlled punch, twenty years of restraint and fury rolled into one silent explosion.

Nathan’s head whipped sideways. His knees buckled, and he crumpled to the dock with all the grace of an upended trash can.

Silence. Pure silence, except for the faint whimper as he hit the boards.

The harbor crew turned away, suddenly riveted by the horizon.

Even the ever-present marina birds seemed to hold their shriek.

For a split second, satisfaction hit, a chemical high, sharp and sure.

But it faded fast.

I looked down at Nathan, sprawled, out cold, arms open like a failed martyr. My knuckles throbbed, not with pain, but with the aftershocks of what I’d done. The violence felt pure, necessary. And yet…

There was a warning in my own bones. The line between protector and beast was razor thin, and I’d just sprinted across it.

I flexed my hand, watching the angry red flush at the base of my thumb.

Nathan groaned, rolled onto his side, and retched bile into the cracks of the pier. Dignity gone. Threat neutralized.

Brooke stepped up, clinical as a nurse. She kicked the folder toward the edge of the dock, not quite overboard, but just enough to make her point.

“Please dial emergency services if you’re still capable of using your phone,” she deadpanned to Nathan. “You’ll want to explain the injury before the police arrive.”

Lila clung to Summer and Kylie, her tears wetting both their shoulders, Emma stroking her hair and whispering the old lies away.

Tessa watched me with something like awe, the look of a girl who’d just seen her protector become both wolf and home.

Nobody judged. Not openly. They just… absorbed it.

I took a step back, letting the adrenaline burn itself out.

Nathan vanished down the dock, a shadow limping away from the future he’d tried so hard to control.

The women turned toward me, a new warmth blooming in the hush, solidarity deeper than I’d ever felt.

But under my own skin, the violence lingered, a warning and a promise.

I’d become the monster to scare away the monsters.

God help whoever tried to hurt these women next.

***

On-deck aftermath? Pure chaos in the best possible way.

The harem clustered around Lila, enveloping her in a tangle of bare arms, tangled hair, and whispers that belonged to sisters, not rivals. Evan filmed the tableau in silence, knowing better than to break the spell.

Brooke handed Lila her passport, the look in her eye both kind and businesslike.

“It’s all over, Bluebell,” she murmured. “Officially. He’s just noise now.”

Lila nodded, dazed, clutching the little blue book like it was a ticket to heaven.

Summer let out a whoop, wild and bright. “Let’s go celebrate, babes! New world, new rules!”

Kylie wrapped Lila up in a bear hug, lifting her clean off her feet.

Emma fixed a tray of cold drinks, doling them out like medals.

For a second, it was nothing but smiles and laughter.

But I lingered at the rail, knuckles still red, heart hammering the old rhythm of anger and doubt.

It wasn’t just about winning. It was about paying the cost.

Tessa moved close, voice low, words for me alone.

“You did what you had to,” she said, eyes clear. “Don’t let the ghosts tell you different.”

I didn’t answer.

I just watched the horizon as the last of the sun bled pink into the sea.

If this was the price of a found family, I’d pay it a hundred times over.

But I’d never forget the warning in my bones.

You don’t get to pick which part of you survives the fight.

Not out here on the edge of the world.

***

Mahé after dark was a fever dream, lanterns swaying over the sand, palm shadows snaking across linen tablecloths, and the crash of surf cutting through the pop soundtrack in perfect polyrhythm. If heaven threw a block party, this would be the vibe.

The restaurant hugged the beach in lazy curves, every table shielded by palms and glowing with hurricane lanterns. The staff treated us like royalty, shirts pressed, cocktails stiff, and every new platter of char-grilled butterfish carried in like a trophy. Locals mixed with luxury tourists, but nobody could match the new queens of True North for sheer gravitational pull.

The girls claimed the best table, a horseshoe shape right up by the water’s edge. Lila was radiant, every inch of her basking in victory, the marks from my hands still hot on her skin and her smile spreading like a sunrise. She wore something gauzy and gold, hair wild, eyes alive, the story of her escape whispered in every laugh. Tessa furiously scribbled in her battered blue journal, head down, tongue poking between her teeth in the throes of inspiration. Emma played cruise director, stacking plates of reef fish and fresh mango, pouring wine, making sure nobody’s glass or heart ran empty for more than a second. Brooke anchored the end of the table, eyes sharp, shoulders squared, scanning the crowd like she expected Nathan’s big brother to come crashing in at any second.

Summer soaked up the night, shirtless under an open kimono, gold chains glinting on her chest, toes buried in the sand as she flirted with the house band. Kylie and Evan played dueling shots, the two of them locked in a battle for who could drink more without showing it.

But me? I wasn’t anywhere near the party.

I sat at a satellite table, half in shadow, nursing local rum and the aftertaste of violence.

My hand was red and swollen, a badge of impulsiveness, and I wasn’t sure what haunted me more, the way it had felt so good, or the idea that I could’ve lost myself for just that split second.

You can win the fight and still lose a part of yourself. Nobody warns you about that.

I watched them, on and off, between sips of numb. Lila, unshackled and star-bright, flanked by Summer and Kylie as if nothing in the world could touch her again. Tessa shut out the noise, furiously cataloging every micro-expression for a future where none of this would be forgotten. Emma’s patience ran in long, sweet rivers, soothing the undertow whenever someone’s mood got too close to the edge. Brooke, even relaxed, was a fortress of discipline, no drunken rant or wandering hand would ever breach her post.

Every so often, Summer would glance my way, blue eyes calculating, as if she was waiting for the right moment to swoop in and fix what nobody else saw.

Eventually, she got tired of waiting.

She caught Kylie’s eye. Something silent and dangerous passed between them.

Two seconds later, Summer broke away from the harem proper, hips swaying, bare feet leaving perfect prints in the sand as she made a beeline for my table.

She didn’t ask before she slipped into my lap, wrapping both arms around my neck, her perfume a punch of coconut oil, salt, and sun-warmed skin.

“Brooding again, Captain Daddy?” she teased, but her voice was velvet, not a single mocking edge in it. “That’s not the legend I signed up for.”

She ran her tongue along my jaw, slow and hungry, then nuzzled into my ear.

“You’re overthinking it, baby,” Summer murmured, so low only I could hear. “He had it coming, and we all know it. Nobody’s blaming you. Especially not Lila.”

She rocked in my lap, her pajama-thin kimono falling open just enough for me to feel the heat of her bare tits against my chest.

If she meant to distract, she was killing it.

Kylie materialized on my right side, one hand on my shoulder, the other sliding across my thigh, squeezing down just enough to remind me of who she was and what we meant to each other.

“Somebody needs to remind you who you really are,” Kylie said, voice low and sweet, nothing of the usual brashness. Her fingers found mine, lacing close, palm to palm. “You’re not just the fist, Cole. You’re the reason we all made it this far.”

For a second, Summer and Kylie just let me sit there. Both pressed close, their hands fusing all my stray pieces together, their bodies a promise that whatever darkness haunted me tonight was nothing compared to the light they’d shower on me if I just said the word.

I tried to push back, tried to say I wasn’t in the mood, or maybe that it was too soon after the hit, but Summer wasn’t having it.

She spun on my lap, legs straddling me, her pussy grazing my thigh through the scrap of bikini bottoms she wore. Her lips grazed mine, teasing, never quite sealing the deal.

“You taught us to take what we want,” Summer whispered. “Now it’s our turn to take care of you.”

Kylie grinned, but the eyes behind it were soft.

“Cap, you’re coming with us,” she said, matter-of-fact. “No arguments.”

The harem was a democracy, but sometimes the voting was just ceremonial.

I was outnumbered before we even stood.

***

As we threaded through the restaurant, Summer paused just long enough to whisper something to Emma. I watched Emma’s eyes flick to me, then back to Summer, with a little nod that said, Take your time. I’ve got the herd.

Brooke clocked our exit from her post at the head of the table, raising one perfect eyebrow. She didn’t smile, but there was a hint of pride in her gaze, like a general watching her lieutenants clear the perimeter.

The walk along the sand was electric. Summer pressed close, her hand on my chest, thumb tracing lazy circles, while Kylie boxed me in from the other side, fingers tracing the ridges of my ribs, never letting me drift too far into my head. The air was thick with jasmine and wood smoke, the surf like a heartbeat under every step.

We ducked down a path beside the restaurant and followed a row of low lanterns to a villa perched above the rocks, a temple of white curtains, teak deck, and glass doors thrown open to the sea.

Summer led the way, pushing through the billowing curtains with a flourish, then spinning barefoot onto the cool marble floors.

I froze just inside the door.

The place was a fever dream, king bed draped in sheer cotton, candles everywhere, breeze funneling in off the ocean, every surface gleaming with promise.

For a split second I forgot the rum, the guilt, the rest of the world.

I’d never seen anything like it.

I turned to Summer, still trying to wrap my head around how she’d pulled this off.

She just grinned, wild and gold and brimming with mischief.

“I called in a favor,” Summer purred, pressing up against me until her tits flattened against my shirt. “Nobody’s here but us. No cameras. No deadlines. Just you, me, and…” She glanced over my shoulder at Kylie, “our favorite co-conspirator.”

Kylie kicked the door shut, then slithered in behind me, her hands instantly at my waist, lips finding the soft spot just below my ear.

“We started this together,” Summer reminded me, fingers unbuttoning my shirt with methodical care. “Sometimes you need to come back to your foundation.”

Kylie’s voice was honey and smoke. “Let us take care of you, Cap. Let us be the fix.”

For the first time all night, I let go.

I let the harem lead.

The next few minutes were a slow-motion striptease of Summer working buttons with the patience of a saint, Kylie nipping kisses along the back of my neck, her hands already at my belt, teasing the leather loose. Every inch of skin they exposed felt like it belonged to them, not me, and I was more than happy to hand over the deed.

“Relax, Daddy,” Summer intoned, voice low and throaty. “We’ve got you.”

She peeled my shirt off and ran both hands down my chest, tracing scars, mapping every muscle as if she was memorizing the terrain for a cross-island trek.

Kylie stepped in front, a wicked glint in her hazel eyes. She dropped to her knees and dragged my shorts down in one smooth motion, freeing my cock, already half hard and growing with every new brush of their skin.

Summer knelt beside Kylie. The two of them shared a look, some secret harem code, then worked in tandem, one hand stroking, the other cupping my balls, their lips alternating along the shaft, making me forget every punch I’d ever thrown.

They didn’t rush.

They savored.

Every touch, every whisper, every flick of tongue or exhale of breath was calculated to remind me that I was more than what the world tried to squeeze out of me.

I could’ve come right then, just from the care and focus, but I held back, wanting to make the moment stretch.

Summer stood, biting her lower lip, eyes hot as the inside of a kiln.

She grabbed my hand and led me to the bed, king-sized and perfect, sheets white as moonlight and just as cool. Kylie followed, hips swinging, her bikini top long gone, tits bouncing free, every line of her body painted by the silver wash from the open window.

They eased me down, one on either side, pinning me with their weight and want.

For a second, all three of us just lay there, catching breath, soaking in the hush.

Then Summer straddled my hips, pussy slick and greedy even through the fabric, and started to grind, slow, a tease that bordered on torture.

Kylie hovered at my shoulder, running her tongue along my jaw, then capturing my mouth in a kiss that felt half challenge, half surrender.

Summer smiled at the sight, then glanced at Kylie, nodding approval.

“We’re not competing,” Summer said, voice shot through with pride. “We’re building something nobody else gets to have.”

Kylie just grinned, then bit my earlobe. “We’re yours, baby. But tonight, you’re ours.”

The lines blurred after that.

Love, hunger, forgiveness.

The night stretched ahead, the promise of healing, writ in skin and sweat and whispered loyalty.

And for the first time all day, I felt whole again.

Ready for whatever came next.

***

Some nights promised more than they could deliver. This wasn’t one of them.

By the time the villa door had snicked shut, nothing existed but the wind off the Indian Ocean, the hush of white curtains, and two women who moved like they’d been engineered to bring me back from the edge, no matter how far I’d slipped.

Summer tackled the sheets first, bare ass flashing, hair gold as torchlight as she shimmied onto the bed and sprawled like the queen she was. Kylie stalked me from behind, fingers tracing the bare skin of my thighs, her touch leaving goosebumps in its wake as she admired my rock hard cock gleaming in the moonlight.

The moment we hit the mattress, all three of us dissolved into sensation.

Summer’s thigh pressed my hip, pussy so slick she left a wet trail on my skin as she straddled my legs. She palmed my chest, nails dragging with just enough bite to jolt my blood to a boil.

“You’re ours tonight, Captain Daddy,” she purred, every syllable equal parts promise and sin.

Kylie slithered in beside my head, bracing herself on her knees, D-cup tits bouncing wild as she leaned over to mash her lips to mine. Her tongue was fire, hungry, athletic, untamed. She sucked my lower lip, then bit down, grinning as I growled right back.

Summer laughed, a low, delighted sound. “Don’t break him before I get my chance, Ky.”

Summer’s hands slid lower, raking down my abs, then grasping my cock at the root. She stroked it, slow and sure, her thumb smearing pre-cum over the tip, painting me in need. “Let me see how much you want me, baby.”

I couldn’t decide whether to groan or surrender.

They made it easy by not making me choose.

Kylie kept kissing me, mouth greedy, hands braced on either side of my head. Summer knelt between my thighs, lined up my cock with her pussy, and sank down, an inch at a time, until her ass was flush with my thighs and I was bottomed out inside her.

The sensation hit me like an electric shock, derailing every thought and threatening to swallow me whole. My cock jerked inside her, straining just to keep pace with the relentless, perfect grip of her body. She took me all the way in, her hips flush to mine while those luminous blue eyes locked on me, radiating a kind of love so blindingly fierce it eclipsed everything else. I clung to that moment, teetering on the edge, letting her ride me to the hilt. It was almost too much; the pleasure crashed over me in waves, leaving me at her mercy, utterly lost in the force of her.

She shuddered, blue eyes snapping wild with pleasure.

“God, we’ve fucked a thousand times but it always feels like the first,” Summer said, bracing her hands on my chest as she started to rock. “You fill me up, Daddy. Every single inch.”

Kylie’s lips dropped to my neck, sucking just below my jaw, leaving a bruise only she could see.

I grabbed both their asses, alternating grips as they moved. Summer fucked me hard, riding like she wanted to set records. Kylie bent down, tits in my face, nipples so hard they could’ve cut glass.

I caught one in my mouth, sucked until she squealed.

“Damn, Captain, you’re hungry tonight,” Kylie said, voice low and hot.

I released her nipple with a pop, then swiped my tongue over the other, loving the way she shuddered.

“Only for you two,” I managed, breathless as Summer bounced faster. Every time she bottomed out, her pussy milked my cock like she was desperate to keep me locked inside.

Summer’s head snapped back, blond hair spilling in a wild, humid halo over her shoulders as she rode me with raw, animal glee. Her back arched so far that her nipples pointed straight at the sky, the perfect, taut lines of her body stitched with sweat and arousal. She drove herself down hard on my cock, grinding and rotating, using every muscle in her hips to wring maximum friction from my lap. The sound of her skin slapping against mine was drowned by her ragged, gasping laughter, half joy, half feral challenge. She was a fucking work of art in that moment, wild and gold and uncontainable.

But my brain barely had time to process it, because Kylie was crouched next to us, eyes glued to the junction where Summer’s pussy swallowed my cock. Her hand snaked down her own torso, fingers brushing over her abs, then dipping beneath the waistband of her bikini bottom. She didn’t even pretend to play it cool. She watched with open hunger, every breath coming quick and shallow as she fingered herself in time to Summer’s rhythm.

God, the two of them together was pure chaos. They amped each other up, neither willing to be outdone, every movement and moan a dare to the other. Summer’s rhythm went from steady to frantic, her hands splayed across my chest, nails digging in as she bounced harder and faster, until every thrust hit bone. Sweat beaded on her brow, and when she looked down at me, her eyes were fused with need, blue shot through with lightning.

“Holy shit, baby, you’ve got me—” she gasped, and I felt her start to tremble around me, her pussy pulsing in clutch after clutch as she came, hard and fast and brilliant. She didn’t slow down, just kept driving herself onto my cock, milking every last microsecond of sensation. Her orgasm was a tidal wave, and she rode it with practiced greed, determined to burn herself into my nervous system.

Kylie’s breathing turned guttural. She knelt up so her tits hovered right over Summer’s back, reaching around to squeeze both of Summer’s breasts, pinching her nipples between thumb and forefinger until Summer’s moans merged into a single, high-pitched keen. Then Kylie ducked her head and bit down on Summer’s shoulder, leaving teeth marks that would probably last until morning.

Summer howled, riding me even harder now, until I felt my own climax boiling up behind my eyes. But I gritted my teeth and tried to hold it back, desperate to prolong the madness, to see how far the three of us could push this before we broke.

Kylie was losing her mind. She pushed Summer’s hair aside and licked up the sweat on her neck, then locked eyes with me, mouth slick and grinning.

“You watching this, Cap?” she purred, her voice shredded with lust. “You seeing how pretty she is when she’s full of you?”

I could only nod, because words had deserted me. Summer collapsed forward, her chest mashed to my sternum, still shaking with the aftershocks. Kylie wrapped her arms around both of us, mashing our bodies together, and for a moment I was suspended between them, nowhere and everywhere, belonging to the harem as much as they belonged to me.

Then Kylie slid down the length of my body, tongue blazing a hot, wet trail from my nipple to my navel, then lower. She didn’t hesitate, she kissed Summer’s clit as it throbbed where my cock split her open, then lapped at the base of my shaft, licking up the juices that leaked out around every thrust.

Summer screamed, clawing at the sheets, and I felt the pressure inside me spike, threatening to overwhelm. Kylie tasted both of us with animal delight, then looked up at me, face smeared with sweat and lust and a wild, fuck-you grin.

She reached up, gripped Summer’s chin, and pulled her into a kiss, tongues tangling as if they could tear the air itself apart.

My brain was a fireworks factory. I’d never seen anything so purely carnal, so perfect, so beyond what I thought I could want.

Summer finally slowed, her hips shuddering, her body limp with exhaustion and bliss. She collapsed on top of me, cheek pressed to my shoulder, breath coming in ragged bursts.

Kylie shuffled closer, her eyes never leaving me.

She cupped my face in both hands, leaned down, and kissed me slow and deep, a thank you and a challenge all at once.

Then she glanced sideways at Summer, who still twitched on my lap, and whispered:

“Ready to share him, Sunshine?”

“As long as he still has something left to give, he belongs to me,” Summer shot back, voice ragged. “I’m finished when he finishes inside me.”

Kylie’s gaze searched mine, her question plain as the flush along her jaw: did I have enough left for her, too? Her lips parted, hungry for any hint in my eyes, the tension between us humming like the space before a storm front.

Of course I did.

I hauled Kylie into a greedy kiss, mouths colliding and then hanging there, foreheads pressed together, sharing the same charged breath. My voice dropped to a rasp meant for only her ears: “I’ve got plenty in the tank for both of you tonight.” Every word shivered between us, promise and challenge wrapped in the heat of what we’d started.

Kylie grinned, then twisted Summer’s nipple between her fingers. The effect was electric. Summer yelped, then flexed her pussy around my cock until I thought I might black out from the pressure.

I tried to fight it, to hold off, but they were relentless.

Summer started again, riding me with a vengeance, slamming down until the slap of skin and the wet, slick sound of her pussy drowned out the waves outside.

Kylie hovered above my head, hands braced, tits bouncing with every jolt. She lowered herself, hovered her pussy just over my mouth, and then ground down, delicious and hot, all her weight and want focused on my tongue.

I licked her, slow and then wild, letting every moan fuel me. She tasted like salt and sun and something so sweet and pure I couldn’t ever get enough of.

Above, the women fucked in perfect tandem, Summer impaled on my cock, Kylie riding my face, their hands never leaving each other, always anchored, always together.

Every time Summer ground down, Kylie rocked backward, mashing her clit against my chin and moaning like she couldn’t help it.

I was in heaven, two bodies pressed tight, my cock and mouth both claimed, every drop of energy poured into giving them what they needed.

I felt Summer start to come, her pussy locking around my shaft, thighs clamping down hard, nails raking my chest as she shuddered through the orgasm.

She yelled my name, wild and raw.

Kylie came next, grinding on my face, soaking my tongue, voice pitching high as every muscle went rigid.

They clung to each other, Summer collapsing forward, tits bouncing against Kylie’s chest, their mouths finding each other and then me, kisses traded and tangled.

I was right behind them. The sensation of both women, fucking and riding and coming all at once, was the end of any self-control I thought I had left.

“Gonna fill you up, Sunshine,” I warned, voice shredded.

She just laughed, bracing both hands on my chest. “Do it, Daddy. Make me remember for days.”

I lost the war the second Summer’s body locked down around mine, every muscle in her going taut with need, her thighs a vice, her pussy a velvet noose. I’d been holding out, waiting for the right moment, knowing I had enough in the tank for round two with Ky. But when Summer’s shout hit a pitch I’d never heard out of a human throat, I just… detonated.

I slammed up into her, hips bucking on pure, animal impulse. Every instinct said to go hard, to pin her in place and empty myself, and that’s what I did, not caring that Kylie was right there, watching, her hungry gaze eating up every second.

My cock pulsed so hard I saw sparks; I shot deep into Summer, a flood that seemed to have no end. I could feel every shudder in her as she clamped down, wringing me for every pulse, every drop. I wasn’t sure which was louder, the slap of our bodies colliding or the groan she let loose as she ground down, her hands digging into my chest and dragging angry pink lines across my skin.

Kylie was right there, practically vibrating with need, her hand in my hair and her mouth hot on my jaw, teeth scraping, then kissing, then biting again, all while her other hand slid between Summer’s legs. She rocked her wrist, touched us both, and when her fingers came away sticky, she didn’t hesitate. She dragged them along the underside of my cock, then cupped my balls and squeezed gently, as if she wanted to wring out every last bit of me.

The overload was unreal. I wasn’t sure where my body ended and theirs began. Summer’s orgasm rippled through me, echoing in the aftershocks of my own. She trembled, her sweat-slicked skin glued to mine, tears in her eyes but a smile stretched wide and wild as the horizon.

Kylie leaned in, lips smeared with her own wetness and maybe Summer’s too, and planted a kiss on Summer’s cheek before finding my mouth again. She didn’t stop even as I was still coming, still twitching inside Summer, her tongue ruthless and greedy, stealing the air out of my lungs and feeding it back to me as heat.

Summer collapsed forward, her tits flattening against my chest, arms shaking as she tried to keep from crushing me. But I wanted the pressure, the weight, the feeling of both of them draped over me like a living blanket. I gasped for air, my body a half-numbed wreck, but I’d never felt more complete.

“Jesus Christ,” I whispered, not sure if I was praying or swearing or just stating the obvious.

Summer giggled, the sound ragged and breathless, and nuzzled her face into my neck. “You came so much,” she murmured, almost reverent. “I can feel it inside me. Like you’re still claiming me.”

Kylie’s hand was still moving, slow, lazy strokes that kept me hard even after the edge had passed. She dipped her fingers between Summer’s thighs, scooping some of the mess we’d made, then brought it up and smeared it along my shaft, painting me with proof of everything we’d just shared.

She watched me, eyes bright with mischief, then licked her hand clean, not breaking eye contact once. “Think you can handle another round?” she teased, voice low and smoky.

A laugh burst out of me, hoarse, surprised, but one hundred percent real. “With you two, I could go all night.”

All three of us were tangled, spent but unwilling to let go, our bodies a mess of sweat, salt, and sex. Summer’s head rested on my shoulder, her hair a golden halo against the pillow. Kylie hovered beside us, one leg thrown over my thigh, her fingers tracing idle patterns up and down my chest.

It was obscene, greedy, perfect.

But the night was barely started.

***

Kylie wasted no time. She slid down my body, took my softening cock into her mouth, and worked it with slow, deliberate strokes of her tongue. Her eyes never left mine as she coaxed me back to full hardness, her lips stretched around my shaft, still slick with the evidence of Summer's pleasure. When I was throbbing again, she climbed up and positioned herself above me.

“God, the taste of Sunshine in my mouth turns me on,” she admitted, lining up and plunging down in one savage slide. Her pussy took me deeper, tighter, wetter than ever.

Summer giggled, the breath of her laughter tumbling out raw and bright. She sprawled beside me, completely spent, hair wild, her body boneless and sated as she let her head drop onto my shoulder. The aftermath shimmered between us, sweet and dizzying; the room still hummed with the energy we’d summoned, every surface echoing with the memory of our collision. She reached for my hand, fingers tangled in mine, her lips curving upward. “Go, Wild Thing,” she said, voice breathless, the words coiling around us, a final benediction. “Bring it home.”

Ky set her own rhythm, both hands braced on my chest, hair flying as she rode me, ass bouncing with every fucking stroke.

Summer watched from beside us, eyes heavy-lidded, hands roaming up Kylie’s ribs to cup her tits, rolling the nipples between thumb and forefinger as she urged her best friend on.

“Take every inch, babe. He loves it when you get greedy.”

Kylie flashed a wicked, defiant smile, then let her body drop, impaling herself on my cock with a force that made the whole mattress bounce, the headboard rattling violently against the wall. The feel of her, hot, slick, absolutely relentless, sent a bolt through my entire body. She didn’t just ride me; she conquered me, hips rolling and slamming down in a rhythm that threatened to shake the room apart. Every thrust was pure animal, her abs flexing, ass clenching, sweat dripping down her spine to spatter across my thighs. She ground down, circling her pelvis, milking every inch and then some, eyes glued to mine like a challenge she dared me to outlast.

I reached up, hungry, and grabbed both of her tits, squeezing hard, loving the way her whole body tensed up beneath my hands. She hissed, teeth bared, not in pain but pure want like she needed the pressure, craved it, would have begged for more if I’d let go. Her nipples were swollen, sensitive, and she arched into the touch, hands pinning my wrists to her breasts as if daring me to hurt her, to mark her up for days.

Summer was right there, watching, her hand drifting lazily down her own body to toy with her clit. She never took her eyes off us, her slow, lazy circles matching the pace of Kylie's frantic tempo. When she saw me looking, she grinned, possessive, proud, like she was seeing her two favorite animals tangle for her amusement. “You’re perfect together,” she groaned, then reached for Kylie, threading her fingers through her friend’s hair and yanking her down so their mouths could crash together.

The two of them devoured each other, tongues tangling, teeth clashing, breasts smashed between their bodies as Kylie rode me raw. Every time she slammed down, I felt her tighten, her inner muscles fluttering and squeezing, coaxing me closer and closer to the edge. Sweat beaded on her brow. Her hair was a wild, tangled halo. She dug her nails into my chest, raked hot lines down my ribs, then planted both hands flat on my sternum and used the leverage to bounce even harder, her thighs slapping against me with wet, obscene music.

“God, you look so fucking hot,” Summer gasped, breaking their kiss just long enough to bite Kylie’s neck and suck a bruise into the delicate skin there. “Make him beg, Ky. Make him fucking lose it.”

“Already there,” I groaned, and it was true. Ny control was shredded, my whole body on the razor’s edge. Every spasm of Kylie's pussy sent another aftershock through me, and the sounds she made, breathy moans, filthy encouragement, the hitches in her voice when she liked something especially rough, were driving me insane.

Kylie’s head snapped up, curls plastered to her forehead, eyes gone glassy with pleasure and defiance. She slammed herself down again, and again, then started rocking her hips in little circles, grinding hard enough that my vision started to blur.

“Come on, Captain,” she panted. “Give it to me. You know you want to.”

I did. Holy fuck, I did. But I held back, wanting to see her break first, needing to see her lose control. I pinched both nipples at once, hard, and she gasped, then her pussy clamped down like a fist, tight and desperate, her whole body going taut as a bowstring.

Her own orgasm detonated. Her body locked, muscles trembling, and her pussy damn near milked my cock dry. She screamed, then arched, back bowed as she fucked herself through every aftershock.

Summer leaned in, kissing Kylie’s throat, licking the sweat off her skin.

I couldn’t hold back.

“Gonna come for you, babe,” I warned, voice guttural.

“Do it,” Kylie ordered, slamming herself flush. “Fill me. I want to feel it dripping down my legs tomorrow.”

The instant my body recognized the inevitable, I exploded. It wasn’t just an orgasm, it was a full-body electrical storm, a primitive, unstoppable surrender that started deep and rocketed up my spine, blinding me to anything except the woman grinding down on my cock and the woman pressed to my side, both of them moaning with the kind of raw, greedy joy that made me want to come again before I’d even finished the first round.

I held nothing back. The first surge was so intense that my vision pixelated, the edges of the room going white and staticky, my consciousness suspended in the warm, tight, slick heaven of Kylie’s pussy. Every pulse was a statement, a living, breathing refutation of all the guilt and hesitation I’d spent weeks dragging around. I was inside her, as deep as anatomy allowed, and there was no past or future, just this incandescent now, the root-deep animal satisfaction of giving and being taken.

Kylie felt it instantly. Her nails raked my scalp, and she threw her head back, body arching to drink every last drop I could give. I could feel her clench rhythmically, her insides fluttering around my cock, milking it, milking me, pulling more moans out of my lungs than I’d thought possible. She didn’t just ride it out, she made it her own, using my hips for leverage as she wrung the orgasm out and then some, bouncing on me in short, possessive pulses until I was sure she could feel the shape of me imprinted on her walls for days.

Maybe that’s what she wanted. To prove a point. To leave nothing between us but sweat and memory.

Summer caught my face in both hands, laughing through her own aftershocks, tears and sweat streaking her cheeks in a constellation of bliss and disbelief. She turned my head, kissed my mouth, and I tasted her, tasted us, tasted the wild freedom none of us would admit we needed but all of us craved. Her body pressed to my side, she whispered, “That’s our Captain,” voice shattered and proud all at once.

I tried to say something back, but my brain was a fried circuit. Kylie’s pussy clamped down again, and I gasped, the sensitivity bordering on pain, but still fucking perfect. She leaned forward, her wild hair falling around my face like a blackout curtain, her mouth mashed to mine as she swallowed my groans, then pulled back just enough to hiss, “You’re mine, you hear me? Ours. Your harem wives. I want you to remember this.”

How could I not?

I stayed inside her, still twitching, half-hard and over-sensitive, and every little shift of her hips made me want to start all over. She milked me for every last drop, and only when she was satisfied did she finally collapse, boneless and spent, her body draped over mine like a victory flag. Summer’s hand slid down, cupping Kylie’s ass and squeezing, holding all three of us together in a knot of sweat, salt, and ownership.

For a long time, I couldn’t move. My chest heaved, my arms numb, my dick still buried in Kylie’s velvet vise. We were fused, welded together by the storm, the afterglow so intense it felt like floating. There was no more doubt, no more what ifs, just the certainty of now and the two women tangled with me, neither of them in any rush to break the spell.

That was all I needed.

Kylie held there, shivering on my cock, arms braced around my head, until the tremors faded and only the warmth remained.

She finally rolled off, collapsed into Summer’s arms, both of them gleaming with sweat and cum and pride.

We lay there, tangled, the sheets soaked and twisted, moonlight cutting through the curtains like silver confessionals.

Nobody moved.

Nobody wanted to.

***

When the first breath of speech came back, it was Kylie who broke the silence.

She propped herself up on one elbow, hair sticking to her cheeks, eyes unguarded for once.

“You’re not responsible for everything that happens, Cap,” she said, voice low, cutting right to the heart. “You don’t have to protect us from ourselves. Hell, half the time, we’re the ones holding together the foundation.”

I stared at the ceiling, moon shadows flickering.

“But what if I can’t… be what each of you needs? I want to, but sometimes it feels like the moment I fuck up, it all just unravels.”

Summer slithered in, pressing up against my side, sweat-sheened breasts flattened against my ribs.

“Stop thinking of it like a scale you have to balance,” Summer said, her voice honey and sea air. “We’re not in competition. Every woman on that boat? She’s in because we built this together. The others aren’t complications, Cole. They’re extensions of what we started the night you let both of us in.”

Kylie nodded, her face serious.

“I’m not letting you carry the load solo,” she promised. “And neither are the other girls. We watched you, Cole. We learned. Now we’re ready to fucking carry you for a change.”

The words hit, sharper than any orgasm.

I tried to argue, to point out the reality TV circus, the sponsors, the risks, the half-dozen lives in my hands. But Summer shut me up with a kiss, then rolled across the bed, pulling a notepad from the nightstand.

She started sketching, half joke, half manifesto. Her lines mapped out a house, a real one, with rooms for every woman, communal kitchen, double-wide decks, even a sound-proofed media room for when Summer and Kylie decided to film a podcast.

Kylie snatched her phone and scrolled through bookmarked legal docs. “I’ve already got notes on how to set up a harem household. Poly-friendly prenups. Power of attorney tricks, estate strategies, even DNA test loopholes so we can keep the family together if something ever happens to you.” She shrugged. “I do my homework, Captain. I want this forever.”

I just lay there, floored.

For all the bravado of the harem myth, I’d always thought the job was to lead the way. Turns out, these women had been crafting the future from day one.

Summer tackled Kylie from behind, wrestling the phone away, both of them naked and laughing, before settling back into the nest of blankets.

The moon washed through the curtains, painting all three of us in silver and hope.

I pulled them close, one arm for each, and squeezed until none of us could tell where the boundaries had ever been. For all their unending beauty, they were so much more than that. They were my forever home.

We lay there, plans and promises scattered across the sheets, bodies still sticky with love and sweat.

For once, the only thing I felt was the quiet certainty that this, right here, right now, was what I’d been fighting for all along.

No more doubts.

No more second-guessing.

Just the raw, beautiful truth of the harem we’d built together.

The revolution, warm and breathing, tangled up in the dark.

***

There wasn’t a sunrise in the world that could match the one we staggered into, the three of us still sweat-slick and giddy, clothes clinging in places you couldn’t name on morning TV. The Indian Ocean turned lavender, promise of a new day rippling out clear and unrushed. The harbor was dead quiet, tourists still hungover, staff not even clocked in, but on the deck of True North, the real show was just getting started.

Evan was waiting, camera braced against his shoulder, red light already pulsing. The guy was a ghost after all the drama, but even he caught the shift: this wasn’t leftover lust, it was the soft-bomb aftermath. He didn’t say a word. Just watched, eyes wide, as Summer and Kylie led me up the gangway like they’d just won gold in synchronized seduction.

Summer wore only my open dress shirt, nothing underneath, her hair wild from the night, blue eyes daring anyone to call her on the new order. Kylie had thrown on a bikini and nothing else, her skin glowing, hips doing a victory dance every time she moved.

They didn’t flinch from Evan’s lens. They played right to it.

Summer caught the camera head-on and slipped her arm tight around Kylie’s waist, pulling her in until their hips pressed. She grinned, then let her face go honest, solemn, even.

“These aren’t just hookups or experiments,” Summer announced, her voice broadcast-ready. “This is our family now. Deal with it.”

She leaned in and kissed Kylie, slow and sweet, just enough tongue to make clear what the world should expect from here on out.

The camera caught every shiver, every locked hand, every glance that lingered just long enough to make it real.

We walked the deck as a unit, Summer and Kylie up front, me in the middle, trailing the scent of sex and victory. The rest of the boat was waking up, Emma organizing breakfast in the galley, Brooke perched at her usual lookout post, Tessa scribbling like mad even before her first cup of coffee. Lila drifted in from the corridor, hair wild around her face, body loose and confident in a sundress that showed off every new mark she’d earned. She looked at Summer, then Kylie, then me, and her smile could’ve lit the next three ports.

There was a moment, a half-second of pure connection, where the three women eyed each other, silent communication arcing across the sunlit deck.

No more rivalry.

No more shame.

Just a shared promise that nobody would ever fuck with one of them again.

I felt it, deep in my chest, the cold certainty that the harem wasn’t about my gravity anymore. These women had made their own orbit, and I was damn lucky to be along for the ride.

Even Evan seemed to sense it. He followed us down every corridor, filming not just the glitz but the grit, the way Summer poured coffee for the crew, the way Kylie teased with a splash of juice, the way Lila and Tessa exchanged notes on their new project without a hint of drama or hesitation.

On the outside, it was just another morning on a billionaire’s yacht.

But under the skin? The game had changed.

Brooke clocked every move from her post by the starboard rail. She nodded at Summer, a slow smile cutting through her usual ice. Even Emma seemed to breathe easier, watching the crew move as a single, unstoppable unit.

The whole time, the camera never blinked.

Every glance. Every touch. Every little moment of choice, stamped and preserved for the world to see.

***

Down in the salon, Evan set up his editing bay, fingers flying over the keyboard, stitching the new world order into thirty-second clips and hour-long episodes. The walls were papered with sizzle reels and storyboards from our voyage, but today’s footage had a different edge, a defiance, a joy, a sense of home that nobody could fake on a script.

I was there to wait on a phone call I had halfway dreaded for a month.

Just as he started to queue up the latest video, the satellite phone buzzed.

He answered, propping the phone on a stand so the little screen caught every detail.

Adam and Mark filled the monitor, two faces I hadn’t seen in weeks, but which still managed to thread a bolt of adrenaline straight through my ribs. Adam was tan and grinning, already in vacation mode. Mark wore his usual poker face, eyes boring right into the lens as if he could see every micro-expression from ten thousand miles away.

“We’ll be there in ten days,” Mark intoned, voice all military cadence. “Everything ready?”

Adam shot in before I could answer, that classic laugh rumbling through the pixels. “Hey! Planning a proper homecoming, brother? The girls still driving you crazy?”

Behind them, I could see the hallmarks of home, pictures, trophies, the echo of how this whole thing started. They weren’t coming back to judge. They were coming back to claim their seat at the new table.

They’d seen the footage. They’d been watching the show, soaking it all in, yet there was no murderous spark in their eyes, no seething rage threatening to boil over. That was something. Sitting across from them, I wondered if I would have had that kind of restraint, had our roles been reversed. I doubted it. If our places were switched, I might not have kept my cool so easily.

Evan pivoted the camera across the deck, towards the open galley where Summer and Kylie mugged for the lens, Lila toasted her glass, Brooke and Emma flanked the scene like twin bodyguards, and Tessa, always the watcher, wrote it all down.

I wanted to say something profound, to mark the shift from secret to certainty. But in that instant, I realized the story didn’t need my voice anymore.

The women had it.

They owned it.

And the whole damn world was about to get the message.

***

On the edge of the new dawn, I watched as the harem moved through the yacht, confident, unhurried, every glance and gesture saying: This is home.

Summer and Kylie made a game of it, flaunting their marks, their love, their absolute certainty that the future belonged to us.

Lila drifted through, always brushing against one or both of them, her smile a silent promise to use every inch of her freedom.

Brooke and Emma ran the inner engine room, making sure nothing failed, nothing broke, nobody ever felt alone.

Even Tessa, wild with the spark of new connection, found her place in the light, no longer a watcher from the shadows, but a participant, a builder, a vital thread in the new family tapestry.

And through it all, the camera captured the revolution, one moment at a time.

What started as forbidden lust was now a legacy.

A harem, yes, but more than that: a found family, a system built on consent and ferocity, where love meant never having to hide your darkness from the sunrise.

The next chapter was coming, full throttle.

The only question was whether the world could keep up.

Deep down, I hoped it couldn’t.

I wanted it to chase us forever.


Chapter sixteen
Gone Viral


It was 6:00 PM, and the yacht’s galley felt less like a kitchen and more like mission control at Cape Canaveral. Not a crumb in sight, no hint of espresso or wine, just the blue glow of monitor screens and the mechanical whir of camera gimbals cycling on the table. Evan was at ground zero, planted square between two open laptops, a new telephoto lens, and about a mile of tangled cables. He looked like a guy who’d just crammed for three finals and failed them all.

His eyes were rimmed in purple, skin pale under the LED backlight, and when he caught me in the doorway, Evan didn’t fake a smile.

He clicked at the number spike on the nearest screen, then spun it my way. “Look at this,” he said, voice shredded from lack of sleep. “Yesterday’s engagement was up fifty percent. Today? Triple. Every camera, every live stream, every cut-down video, they’re eating it up.”

The heat in the room wasn’t from the Seychelles humidity, it was the tension vibrating under my ribs.

I stepped in, boots silent on the polished teak, and gripped the counter edge, knuckles going bone white. The numbers didn’t even register. All I could see was the dark, tired hollows under Evan’s eyes.

He drew a shaky breath, keeping his gaze anchored to the screens. “The sponsors called. They’re sending another camera operator when we reach Singapore later this week. I can’t keep up with demand.”

The words hit me like a splash of cold seawater. I couldn’t decide if the spike of adrenaline was pride or dread, but either way, it was a straight shot to the gut. The circus wasn’t just on board anymore, it had gone global.

Before I could answer, Summer blew in like a hurricane, the force of her presence shattering whatever was left of the old world order. She wore cutoffs and a bikini top, every inch of her radiating possibility and barely disguised mischief.

Her eyes went straight to the numbers. She let out a whistle so low I barely caught it.

“Damn, Ev. Should I start prepping my Oscar speech?” Summer dropped into the empty space beside Evan, scanning the stats the way most people read gossip headlines. “We knew this was coming. We have to get ahead of it. We need feature segments, specials, interviews, stuff the old harem shows never even thought of.”

I wasn’t sure what old harem shows she was referring too so I just took her word for it.

Evan just blinked, caught between awe and panic.

I focused on Summer, watching the gears spin. She was already in content planner mode, the smirk on her lips pure sunshine but also calculus. “We need a ‘Day in the Life’ series. Maybe a deep dive on the food angle. Emma’s recipes always get crazy engagement. And we absolutely need more behind-the-scenes stuff. Kylie and I can drive the chaos content. Trust me.”

She spun to face me, eyes alight.

“You know what works, Captain,” she said. “We don’t play defense. We run straight at the next headline. It’s what got us here.”

Summer made it sound easy, just another dare.

But underneath, I saw the flicker of worry. If the cameras kept multiplying, so did the risk. Every bleary-eyed stream, every “candid” shot of the harem, was one step closer to making our private revolution a public feeding frenzy.

I turned back to Evan, who looked like he hadn’t blinked since breakfast.

“You need backup. Delegate. And get some sleep,” I said, voice low.

He just looked at me, hollow. “If I let go of the edit room, we lose control. That’s what scares me.”

The words were barely out when Kylie crashed in, trailing droplets from her after-dinner pool workout, her signature crop top clinging to a six-pack that would’ve made Olympic trainers jealous.

She bounded toward the main table, leaned over Evan’s shoulder, and poked the streaming stat with a wet finger.

“Oh hell yes, that’s what I’m talking about!” Kylie crowed. “If we’re blowing up, we need challenge content. Swim sprints, nighttime dives, maybe a harem-on-the-beach volleyball showdown. You give ‘em pure adrenaline, and the rest of the internet follows.”

She fanned her hands, painting imaginary scenes in the air.

“Think about it: Summer and me, midnight race to the reef. Brooke and Tessa co-piloting the yacht through a storm, actual white-knuckle navigation. Or, wild idea, let Lila try to teach you TikTok dances. The fans would lose their minds!”

The energy was nuclear, but Evan just winced, massaging the bridge of his nose like he felt a migraine blooming.

Nobody noticed Tessa leave.

She’d slipped in just after Summer, arms full of spiral-bound journals, her eyes already clouded with something other than excitement. She hovered for maybe ten seconds, long enough to glance at the numbers, then the battle for editorial control, and retreated down the corridor, clutching her notepad to her chest.

I tracked her all the way to the library, every step a silent SOS.

The galley buzzed on without me.

Adventure pitches, content math, schedules ping-ponging across the room. Summer and Kylie set the pace, carving up the sponsor wish list like they were prepping for the Super Bowl. Evan mostly tried not to drown.

But the moment I hit the library, the world went soft.

Tessa was hunched at the little desk by the aft window, the lamp throwing honeyed circles over the journals. She’d already scattered pages everywhere, on the floor, on the bookshelf, splayed across the keyboard of her old laptop, but the hands that moved through the mess were trembling so hard they blurred.

She didn’t look up.

I dropped into the chair beside her, feeling the hush settle in. The only noise was the faint tick of the battery clock and the thump of my heart.

Tessa peeled another page out of the stack, hands shaking.

“I can’t create when I’m being watched,” she finally said, voice so raw it almost didn’t sound like her. “Words need privacy to form. They need to exist in the dark for a little before anyone reads them. Here? It’s like every sentence is being measured, judged, before I even decide what it means.”

Her eyes shimmered, close to tears, but she gutted through it.

“What happens…” she whispered, “what happens when the world decides to judge what we’ve created? When it’s not just us, but everyone with an opinion and a comment section?”

The question leveled me.

God knows I’d spent my life ducking scrutiny, hiding my scars beneath jokes or a wall of discipline. And now we were handing our souls to the highest bidder, letting strangers weigh in on every secret, every bruise, every rush of hope.

I reached out, cupped her shoulder, and squeezed.

“I wish I had an answer, Little Star,” I told her, honest as sin. “All I know is, none of this matters if it isn’t true. Whether it’s your words, or Summer’s bright ideas, or the way Brooke keeps us from running aground, what we built here, it’s real. If the world wants to take a shot, let them. We’ll still have each other.”

It sounded brave, but it felt like a lie. The truth was, I didn’t know what the cameras would do to us. I only knew I didn’t want to see Tessa gutted by them.

She laid her hand over mine, fingers shaking, but I felt the anchor set.

“Don’t let them turn us into a joke,” she whispered. “Promise?”

“I promise,” I said, though even I knew it was a promise we’d have to fight for, every fucking day.

She nodded, gathering courage like embers, then bent to gather her scattered pages, hands still shaky but voice steadier.

I left her there, in the hush and the lamplight, hoping the world would let her keep some shadows.

Back in the galley, round two was in full swing.

Kylie and Summer had whiteboards out, mapping content like air traffic controllers. Evan looked ready to faint. He sat, half-folded over his laptop, a sweat halo darkening the back of his t-shirt.

And then, out of nowhere, Brooke floated in.

She was barefoot, hair pulled back in a twist, face cool as ever, but the eyes behind the mask were all calculation. She surveyed the chaos, then zeroed in on Evan’s S.O.S. zone.

Brooke didn’t rush. She spent a minute sorting his cables, untangling the mess with surgical precision, setting every lens and battery pack in neat lines. Silence, except for the rustle of her sleeves and the muted click of a MacBook trackpad.

She stacked his notes, set a fresh coffee next to the mouse, then stood at his side.

“You’re killing yourself trying to control the narrative,” Brooke said, no accusation, just blunt fact. “Maybe that’s not your job anymore.”

Evan’s head snapped up, but for once he didn’t argue.

She let the words sink in.

“Delegate. Let the story breathe. Otherwise you’ll burn out before you figure out what it really means. Singapore is only halfway. We need you with us, Ev.”

Brooke pressed the coffee into his hand, then walked to the far counter, arms folded, eyes never leaving the action.

Evan slumped in his chair, the tension leaking out all at once, like an airlock finally venting.

For just a minute, nobody said anything.

Summer and Kylie slowed their sarcasm, caught by the sudden silence.

I looked around the room, the wreckage of cables, the whiteboards dotted with schemes, the roar of the world at the door.

This, right here, was the new frontier. Fame wasn’t the enemy, but it sure as hell wasn’t our friend.

If we wanted to survive, we’d need ground rules, maybe even alliances.

But that was a crisis for another hour.

Right now, I watched as Brooke’s calm reset the pulse of the entire crew. Evan drank his coffee, his hands a little steadier now, the dark circles under his eyes less doom, more badge of honor.

It wasn’t peace. Far from it.

But it was a start.

The next move would come fast. Maybe in minutes.

On True North, nothing ever stayed static for long.

And as I watched Brooke marshal order from chaos, Summer and Kylie already scripting the next viral hit, and Tessa clinging to her last scrap of privacy down the hall, I realized with a jolt: the family we’d fought for was about to go even more public.

If the world wanted a front row seat, let them buy tickets.

We’d just have to make damn sure the show was still ours.

***

The energy in the salon pulsed hotter than a backroom poker game on a Friday night.

Sun dipped low enough to paint every surface in shades of honey and gold, stripes of light banding the floor while the yacht’s engines thrummed in the background, more distant counterpoint than competition. I’d called this little “summit” for 8:00 sharp, and for the first time in weeks, nobody showed up late.

The harem was in full effect: Summer and Kylie on the sofa, bare legs tangled, looking ready to turn the negotiation into a drinking game; Tessa and Lila perched by the window, Lila clutching a mug of something herbal like it was armor, Tessa already notebook-deep; Emma and Brooke took the two armchairs, Emma’s fingers white-knuckled around a letterhead, Brooke with a laptop and a stack of typed docs organized into war-ready columns.

I let them circle each other, a pack with shifting loyalties and evolving rules, then put my foot down and got the show on the road.

“I need to know where each of you stands,” I said, making sure my voice hit the back wall. “Because once this new camera operator arrives, there’s no going back.”

Dead silence, just for a split second.

Then the living room exploded.

Emma was first out of the gate. She uncapped her neurosis at a gallop, the edge of the envelope caught between her fingers, the embossed medical school logo half-crushed.

“I know we agreed on transparency. I even support the message, Cole, but do you have any idea what one wrong leak could do to me? If even a fraction of the footage goes viral—” She stopped, lips trembling. “There are literally ethics codes and scandal audits. If a patient sees me naked, if my name shows up in a lawsuit—” The tension in her voice was a match to the strain in her knuckles. “They’ll pull my offer before I ever get near a lab coat.”

Lila, holding position near the glass doors, didn’t glance over. She was laser-locked on the deck, eyes focused and voice trembling in the most painful imitation of calm I’d ever seen.

“You think the medical board is brutal? Try dealing with a town where the church directory is longer than the phone book.” Her voice cracked, but she powered straight through. “If any unfiltered content hits the internet, if someone tags me in even one of those thumbnails, my family will disown me. I’ll lose more than a job. I’ll lose every holiday, every friend, every part of home I ever had.”

The way she said “home” was almost enough to make the air go thin.

Brooke, never one to let emotions roadblock a negotiation, cleared her throat and shuffled her papers.

She distributed laser-printed packets like a general prepping the troops. “That’s why I outlined a proposal. We maintain creative control. That’s absolutely crucial and non-negotiable. We designate camera-free zones, limit access to private quarters, and require group consensus before any cut is released to sponsors or streaming partners.” She looked up, blue eyes diamond-hard. “One veto, it’s out. That’s it.”

The rest of the crew took a beat to digest.

Summer just glowed, as if barely containing the urge to turn the whole scene into a topless intervention.

She popped up from the couch, bare feet and all, and announced, “We’re not just subjects. We’re executive producers of our own story. We decide what flies and what dies.” The way she said it, you could almost see the TikTok splash screen. “This isn’t a harem if our real life isn’t what gets shown. I want zero filters, but only if it’s our call.”

Kylie wasn’t built for slow debate. She snagged the whiteboard from the starboard bulkhead, uncapped a fresh marker, and started diagramming possible shooting schedules like she was prepping for a playoff game. “Cameras can’t go into cabins after 10 PM. That’s sacred. Nobody needs to see my 3:00 a.m. face, trust me.” She shot me a look: “And if any dude with a GoPro ignores the rule, I’ll tarp his body and dump him overboard, Cap.”

Tessa, naturally, logged every micro-drama in that battered notebook. Her pen made a rapid-fire shuffle as she cross-referenced every concern, every suggestion, every cut-through-the-noise line. “Even the fights are part of the story,” she mused, “but only if we all sign off in advance. Otherwise, it’s just clickbait and exploitation.” She underlined the last word so hard the pen nearly tore the page.

The air in the salon was thick with ego, nerves, and something a lot like hope.

I watched all six women, each staking her claim, each totally different.

God, I wouldn’t have traded even one for a thousand perfect Instagram wives.

The next ten minutes blurred into rapid-fire debate, girls volleying arguments, alliances forming and dissolving between sips of coffee and stabs of raw honesty.

Brooke set the table: “I propose a daily cut-off. Private cabins off-limits after 10 p.m., no exceptions except for medical emergencies or safety. The salon and deck stay live, but only with opt-in. The gym is off limits. Group review is mandatory before anything gets uploaded. No solo leaks, ever.”

Kylie chimed in, flashing the whiteboard: “We can schedule ‘unplugged’ hours, so if anyone wants to go full gremlin or have a bad hair day, just block it off. Monday, Wednesday, Friday mornings for Lila, Tuesday nights for Tessa, or whatever.”

Tessa grinned, tapping her pen. “I love it. We’ll bake in unplugged hours and make sure there’s a flexible grace period for last minute emergencies, like, you know, a total meltdown or a wardrobe disaster.”

Summer sprawled across the armrest, hair wild, skin sun-kissed and glowing even under the salon LEDs.

“I want to make the sex real,” she said, not a hint of blush. “But only if it’s hot for us first. If a scene feels gross or forced, we kill it at the source.” She flexed a suggestive brow, daring anyone to object. “I don’t mind showing the world what we built. I just want to make sure we’re the architects, not the demolition crew.”

Emma, ever the anchor, sipped her water, rolling her med school letter between thumb and forefinger.

“Can we add a clause about blurring faces or using AI filters if something gets too spicy?” She looked directly at me, voice smaller than usual. “I know you want the world to see us, Cole, but I also want to walk into a hospital in four years and not have a new attending recognize my nipples.”

That broke the tension. Summer cackled. Even Brooke allowed herself a thin, wry smile.

"Em, we're already screening out anything risqué," I said. "And I sure as hell don’t want strangers to see your nipples either. But sure, I’ll write it up so it’s clear for everyone. No ambiguity, black and white."

Kylie underlined “APPROVAL” on the board and slashed a checkmark next to “No Cameras After Ten PM.”

Lila, who’d been silent for most of the fireworks, cleared her throat and finally spoke up.

She didn’t look at anyone. Just at the window, the lights of the harbor reflected in her pupils.

“I want to be bold. I want to feel brave,” she said. “But I can’t be the one who burns the bridge for my siblings just because I wanted to feel alive for once.” Her voice was heartbreak pure. “If it gets too much, I want to know it’s safe to tap out without leaving this family, even without saying why.”

This time, nobody laughed.

Tessa reached over, squeezed Lila’s hand. “It’s your story, too. The world doesn’t need to see the chapters you want to keep private.”

“You’re family,” I said, fixing my gaze on Lila and holding her there, wanting no doubt at all. “If you or anyone else taps out, you’re not going anywhere. This trip has always been about circumnavigating the globe, with or without the damn cameras.”

For a moment, she didn’t speak. Her eyes softened, cautious hope flickering behind them. Finally, a gentle smile lifted her lips; I caught the grateful look she gave me, her shoulders easing like a knot finally untied.

There was a hush as the women recalibrated.

I felt it in my gut: this was the moment the harem turned into something new, something more than just a sex circus masquerading as family.

Now it was a damn movement.

Brooke gathered the paper stack, streamlined the bullet points, and read off the final proposal.

“Camera ban in private cabins after 10 PM, unless someone is dying or the boat’s on fire. Scheduled unplugged hours, managed by Kylie and Tessa. Mandatory review and group veto. One thumb down, footage dies, period. We all get an open opt-out anytime, no questions asked. Emma and anyone else can request extra digital masking if a scene puts their future at risk. And Summer gets to veto any edits that make her ass look less than perfect.”

That last shot got a chorus of laughter, defusing the last of the tension.

Summer’s giggle escaped her lips despite her attempt at composure. “Hey, that’s a real thing,” she said, her words trembling on the edge of laughter.

Kylie spun the whiteboard around, grinning with pride.

“It’s a living document,” she said. “If we need to change it, we meet and change it. But this time, we all sign.”

Tessa, always the ink-stained historian, clicked her pen and started copying the terms onto a fresh sheet.

She handed it to Brooke, who checked the language, then passed it around the circle.

Emma skimmed, added two more checkmarks: medical privacy, digital masking.

Summer scrawled a lipstick signature in neon pink, then kissed the margin for good measure.

Kylie drew a smiley face next to the “NO CAMERAS IN BEDROOMS” line.

When it hit Lila, she didn’t hesitate.

She set her hand right over Brooke’s draft, sealing the agreement with pride.

“I’m scared, but I’m not ashamed,” Lila whispered. “We’re doing this on our own terms.”

Emma followed, marking a final check beside the list.

And just like that, the deal was done.

You could feel the relief sweep through the room, a current of endorphin and defiance.

Summer whooped, grabbed Kylie by the waist, and spun her around until both women were collapsed and breathless in a heap on the couch.

Brooke exhaled, more than just a lawyer now, finally a partner.

Tessa and Lila exchanged a look, pure mutual respect.

Emma relaxed, shoulders slumping, medical future intact but so was her place in the revolution.

I watched every move, the final signatures, the unspoken loyalty sparking between these six women.

This was my harem.

My family.

And for the first time in my life, I believed it when Brooke said: “We maintain control.”

A new chapter, written and ratified in wild ink, sweat, and the refusal to ever let someone else write our story for us again.

As the salon emptied, the new rules tacked to the wall beside the whiteboard, Kylie winked at me.

“Hope you can keep up, Captain. You’re not the only legend in this family anymore.”

I laughed, dead certain she was right.

And somewhere, out there, the new camera operator was probably loading batteries and prepping lenses, convinced he was about to catch reality TV lightning in a bottle.

If only they knew.

The story wasn’t about the harem.

It was about the women who learned to run it.

And I couldn’t wait to see what they built next.

***

Deck lights flickered as I stepped outside, the slap of my bare heels on teak echoing in the hush. At the far rail, Evan sat alone, shoulders hunched forward, the camera beside him as dead weight.

The Indian Ocean didn’t give a damn about human drama, it just kept moving, moonlit swells rising and falling, salt in the air, the promise of tomorrow humming somewhere offshore.

I eased over, gave him a minute to pretend he hadn’t noticed me.

He looked up, dark circles punched under both eyes. Whatever bravado he’d come aboard with had been stripped away, replaced by a new kind of clarity.

“Couldn’t sleep?” I asked, voice low.

He managed a crooked grin.

“Sleep is for people not living with a bunch of wild geniuses,” he said, nudging the camera with the side of his foot. “I figured I’d get an hour of sunrise, maybe catch a dolphin or two. But the only thing I’m catching is existential dread.”

I leaned against the rail, arms folded.

Evan popped the lens cap, letting it hang by the strap.

“I came aboard thinking this was my love story. Tessa was my beginning and end,” he said. “But every day I filmed, the lens shifted. It wasn’t just about her anymore. It was all of you, all six women, falling in love with each other, with you, with the world. I started out as a voyeur and ended up… fuck, I don’t even know. A historian? Chronicler of a revolution?”

He stopped, let the words float.

“This isn’t just entertainment anymore, Cole. It’s a document of something that might change how people think about relationships. I’ll be honest, I don’t even like reality TV. But I love the footage I’ve shot here.” His eyes were heavy, but pride flickered just beneath the exhaustion. “Maybe somebody will watch this and realize there are better ways to build a family than tearing each other down.”

I let the silence sit, let it get comfortable. As each day passed, my respect for Evan Mills deepened. It saddened me that he had to watch as the girl he loved slipped away into the arms of another man.

He deserved the last word.

“You did good, Evan,” I said, meaning it. “Not everyone gets to frame the first draft of history.”

He shrugged, sheepish but satisfied. “It doesn’t hurt that you’ve got six of the most beautiful women on the planet in your crew.”

I clapped him on the shoulder, absorbing the truth and the hope in the air between us. “You’re a good man, Evan. I think I can safely speak for the girls when I say we wouldn’t trust anyone but you with your job.”

As I turned to head below, I glanced back.

The camera’s recording light was off, but Evan’s eyes were still sharp, cataloguing every ripple, every nuance that didn’t fit the old scripts.

Good. We’d need him.

The walk down the corridor was a tripwire of memory: every scratch in the wood, every echo of laughter from the cabins, every dent in the bulkhead a reminder that this wasn’t a fantasy.

This was home.

When I opened the door to the primary suite, the world slowed.

Nobody was fighting. Nobody was performing.

All six women waited, gathering in a silent circle like a secret society refusing to name itself.

Summer and Kylie sat tangled at the center of the bed, cross-legged, hands linked, hair wild and faces shining with anticipation. Tessa and Lila shared a floor cushion, Lila leaning in, her hair brushing Tessa’s arm as their knees touched. Emma and Brooke anchored the edge of the dresser, shoulders just barely grazing, but close enough that the connection was solid, unbreakable.

They didn’t say a word.

They didn’t have to.

I stood in the doorway, drinking it in.

The air vibrated with everything unspoken: the victories, the scars, the wild midnight wishes that none of us would dare to utter with the lights on. We’d done this for six months, and in that time, everything had changed. Underneath the surface, the pulse of possibility beat like a second heart.

Tessa was the one who broke the silence.

Her voice was soft, but there was steel in it.

“Whatever happens next, this belongs to us. Not the cameras.”

Nobody objected.

They just reached for each other, hands weaving into a living knot. Summer’s thumb stroked gentle across Kylie’s wrist; Brooke’s shoulder pressed against Emma’s, giving something away that words never could. Lila’s head dropped to Tessa’s knee, the gesture so naked, so trusting, it hit harder than any speech.

I joined the circle, slotting myself between Summer and Lila, my own hand finding Kylie’s and then Tessa’s.

We stayed like that, silent, the only soundtrack the engines humming below and the distant hush of the ocean.

Nobody needed to script what came next.

Nobody needed to say I love you.

Unity had its own language.

For a full five minutes, we just existed. Sweat and salt in the air, the scent of sunscreen, the hum of skin against skin.

Summer squeezed my hand, mischief in her smile but vulnerability in the way she leaned into me, her hair spilling across my forearm.

Kylie hooked my pinky with hers, a challenge and a promise in the way her gaze lingered on my face.

Tessa’s eyes glittered, not with tears, but with the intensity of someone who’d spent a lifetime watching from the edge and was finally in the middle of the picture.

Lila let her head stay down, but her posture was anything but defeat. She’d dropped the last of her fear and found a home that would not, could not, ever exile her again.

Emma’s hand fumbled for Brooke’s, fingers interlacing, the move so unpracticed it drew a secret smile from the ice queen of the yacht.

Brooke didn’t pull away. Instead, she looked around the circle, the unguarded pride in her expression a reminder that nobody can build a fortress without first believing in what they’re protecting.

I took a mental snapshot.

If Evan had filmed this, it would probably win a damn Emmy.

But the camera was outside, blinking red in the corridor, capturing only the heat of the closed door and the muffled music of loyalty on the other side.

Real life never needed retakes.

When the moment started to ease, when breaths synced and muscles relaxed, nobody made a move to break the circle.

Summer finally stretched, letting her bare thigh press flush along mine.

She shot Kylie a grin. "You think any reality show ever captured something this real before we invented this whole thing?"

Kylie laughed, voice unexpectedly gentle. "No way. That's why we had to create Harem on the Horizon ourselves. The networks were too scared of the messy parts."

Lila looked up, her smile illuminated by the bedside lamp. “I think the messy parts are the best.”

Tessa nodded, eyes on me. “Nobody’s going to forget tonight. We belong to each other, even if the world never gets it.”

Emma brushed her thumb along Brooke’s knuckles, like maybe she was grounding herself to the room.

Brooke exhaled, steady. “Let them watch. We know who we are.”

I looked around, swept by pride so fierce it hurt.

This wasn’t a “harem” anymore.

It was a damn dynasty.

After a while, the bodies began to shift, but the connections didn’t.

Summer curled up in my lap, her head tucked against my jaw.

Kylie claimed my right arm, possessive but utterly at ease, her hand tracing lazy lines up and down my forearm.

Lila slid close to Tessa, and Tessa let her lean all the way in, arms tangled, neither bothered by whose skin was touching whose.

Emma and Brooke shifted, both ending up on the bedframe, side by side, the old barriers down, just two women war-tough and soft at the edges, willing to fight for their seat at this table.

Outside, the corridor stayed quiet, but that camera kept blinking, a single red light marking the birth of something the world had never seen before.

And in that hush, the only thing I wanted was to draw all of them closer, to hang on until sunrise and never let the night fracture us into pieces again.

“That’s it,” Tessa said, voice a hush but a command all the same. “That’s the story I want to write. Not the sex, not the drama. The revolution we decided to build together.”

She linked her fingers tight in mine.

The circle held.

They say most experiments fail.

But this one?

This one rewrote the rulebook.

No jealousy, no shame, no second-class citizens. Just six wild, perfect women who risked war and scandal and loneliness just to gamble on something nobody else believed in.

They were my family.

And every secret, every triumph, every scar and every echo would live on, not in the cameras, not in the edits, but in the spaces between, in the hands that held tight, even when the world wanted to break them apart.

The light outside the door kept blinking, chronicling nothing but the hush.

Inside, we built something no lens could ever capture.

We built us.

And it was enough.


Chapter seventeen
High Heat on the High Seas


It was almost midnight on the Indian Ocean, but Singapore shimmered in the charts like a neon promise: two days out, one if I put my foot down, and the True North was eating miles like a woman starved for trouble. I manned the helm alone, rain-washed air sharp in my lungs, letting the navigation lights throw sickle-shaped shadows across the glass. Below, the harem slept. At least, that’s what they wanted me to believe. But I knew better. On this ship, the only thing that rested was the ghosts you brought with you when the world went quiet.

I should have felt on top of the world. Instead, my tablet, glowing at the chart table like a ticking bomb, showed the real headline: the world was watching. Not just a few thousand horny subscribers, but millions, churning through our footage like sharks in a feeding frenzy.

Every few seconds, a new comment scrolled in, some begging for Lila to have her own solo content, others demanding a showdown between Summer and Kylie, and always, always, the same question: Which woman gets the Captain’s ring in the end? Who will “win” the harem, as if love was just a game show with a cash prize and a teary confession at the finish line.

The more I scrolled, the tighter my chest got.

They didn’t get it. They never would.

This wasn’t a zero-sum game, with one queen and a pile of losers sobbing into champagne. We’d built something nobody out there could ever understand, a family with too many hearts to count, and the only rule was that you didn’t leave anyone behind. But the world? They wanted drama, exclusivity, the violence of choice.

I was the ringleader of a revolution, but somehow it still felt like they were waiting for me to fail.

I thumbed at the feed, skimming the trending tags. #TeamKylie was fighting #BrookeBrigade, both volleying up memes and deep-dive edits dissecting our every look. “Cap’s body language at 12:19 says it’s Emma, trust.” “You can see he’s obsessed with Summer, end of discussion.” “Brooke is the slow-burn, mark my words.” Even the rational ones, “maybe the harem is… polyamory? Is that legal on a boat?”, landed somewhere between novelty and parody.

I reached for my coffee, let the acid hit my throat, and tried to imagine what the hell I was supposed to say to six women who’d staked their hearts on my ability to keep this together.

Because deep down, I wasn’t sure I had it in me.

I stared at the horizon, searching for a north that wasn’t just a lie to get me through the next watch.

I didn’t hear Tessa at first.

She moved like a sea-ghost at midnight, hush shoes and softer voice, always more present than the shadows but never in a hurry to break the spell.

She stood behind me for a good thirty seconds, and I didn’t even blink. Only when the hush got tight enough to snap did she ease up beside me, bare feet nearly silent on the teak.

“Couldn’t sleep?” she asked, voice gentle, like the hush itself didn’t want to let go.

I grunted, not trusting myself to say more. Instead, I shoved the tablet closer to the glare, stats front and center.

She glanced at the numbers, eyes flicking over every metric with the clarity of someone who lived for the after-action report. But her attention wasn’t on the analytics, it was on me.

“Catastrophizing again, Cap?”

At that, I laughed, but it came out hollow.

She didn’t flinch.

Tessa reached for the tablet, took it out of my hands with a tenderness that stung more than the worst trolling comment on the feed. She set it on the chart table, then propped herself on the edge, legs swinging.

“I’ve seen that look before,” she said. “That’s the one you get when you think the boat might break apart. Or the sky. Or us.”

I let out a sigh and leaned against the bulkhead, shoulders locked.

“There’s a storm coming, Little Star,” I said, voice raw around the edges. “I can feel it. Maybe it’s not weather, maybe it’s just… the world lining up to see if we’re worth breaking.”

She smiled, but it was all empathy, no tease.

“The world is always coming for something,” Tessa said, “but most of the time it’s just noise. The only thing that matters is what happens in here.” She tapped a finger to my chest, dead center, and left it there long enough to make her point stick.

I shook my head.

“It’s not me I’m worried about,” I admitted. “It’s all of you. These women—” I broke off, biting back the emotion, “they’re trusting me to hold the line. What happens if I can’t protect them from what’s coming next?”

Tessa went quiet, eyes searching the dark outside the bridge glass. You could almost see her weighing every word like it was a jewel.

“Did you ever think maybe protection isn’t what we need from you anymore?” she said, soft as moonlight, but impossible to ignore.

That hit harder than any accusation ever could.

I tried to laugh, but the sound was a question more than a joke.

“I thought being Captain meant always seeing the trouble first, always jumping in front of the wave. If I let go of that, what the hell do I have left?”

She let the silence linger.

“You have us,” Tessa said, voice gathering steam. “You have the family you built, not because you shielded us, but because you let us do the saving sometimes, too.”

For a second, I just stood there, the weight of her words shoving a crack through the armor I’d spent years welding shut.

“That’s terrifying,” I whispered, more to myself than her.

She smiled, the kind you only gift to someone you love with your whole being.

“Isn’t that what makes it worth living?”

She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around my waist, cheek pressed to my chest. I held her, the way you hold a lifeline in a storm, not too tight, not too loose, just enough to know you’re real.

We stood there, letting the lights of the bridge wrap us up, two people adrift, but not alone.

The world outside kept spinning, but for once, it didn’t matter how fast.

I don’t know how long we held that position, the hush only broken by the whirr of the autopilot and the distant lap of water on hull.

But eventually, the world called us back.

Summer appeared at the top of the companionway, and right away I knew something was off. It wasn’t the wild energy she usually brought, the midnight jokes, the movie-star stride, the way she could derail any group with a single wink.

Tonight, she hovered at the threshold, the line of her shoulders tight, like she’d just been handed a sentence and wasn’t sure how to serve it.

She wore a tangle of linen and not much else, hair loose, skin glowing in the overhead lights, but the usual magic was muted. Her blue eyes tracked the space between me and Tessa, then locked on the nearest surface, as if expecting it to start talking first.

She cleared her throat, voice rusty.

“We need to talk,” Summer said. She flicked a tired glance down the corridor, double-checking for eavesdroppers. “All of us. Now.”

There was no protest, no banter, no jazz hands. Just the simple, brutal truth of the ask.

Tessa straightened, instantly in harem-whisperer mode.

I nodded, muscles already tensing for whatever came next.

Summer didn’t wait for applause. She led the way down the companionway, navigating the hush of midnight True North with the confidence of a woman who knew exactly where all the bodies were buried and which ones were coming back as soon as the cameras rolled.

Tessa followed, hand glancing off my wrist one last time for luck.

I stood at the threshold, looking back at the helm, the sea, the world’s old demand that I always stand sentinel at the edge.

For the first time since Miami, I let myself turn away, trusting the boat and the women to keep each other righted.

I followed.

***

The corridor felt tighter than usual, every inch of wood and glass humming with unsaid words. Even the engine noise had gone shy, like the yacht itself was bracing for something big.

We took the last turn into the salon, and that’s when I realized this wasn’t just a routine nightcap.

The women were already assembled, and nobody looked casual.

Every lamp was set low, giving the teak and leather a kind of reverent glow. The big plush chairs had been dragged into a rough circle, every seat occupied. Even the coffee table had been cleared, nowhere to hide so much as a cell phone.

Brooke perched upright, hair smooth and posture so crisp I felt underdressed just looking at her.

Kylie, all athlete’s grace and sun-touched skin, was sprawled on the arm of a chair, feigning relaxation but eyes sharp as a hawk.

Emma sat next to her, bare legs angled demure, sundress painted on, but the line of her shoulders was pure stubborn.

Lila… she looked taller than I remembered, chin up, body unfurled, sundress barely containing her new confidence. No more shrinking. No more apology.

Even Tessa changed just crossing through the door, her green eyes lighting up like the stage was set and she was ready for curtain call.

Summer flanked the circle, but instead of taking the center, she slid into an open patch of carpet, back straight, knees hugged to her chest.

For a second, none of them spoke.

The hush buzzed louder than a gunshot.

I slipped into the last seat, heart punching at my ribs.

The harem had called court, and this time, I wasn’t the judge.

I was a witness.

Nobody talked over Summer.

She scanned the faces, then nodded toward me, her voice stripped of all the old game-show flair.

“We need to get real, right now, before Singapore hits and every stalker, ex, and executive sponsor decides to make this their circus.”

She turned, eyes on each woman in turn.

“We can’t control what the world thinks,” she said, “but we can damn well control what it does to us.”

Kylie was first to take the bait.

She slid off the arm and onto the cushion, knees up, all her energy condensed into a single, explosive nod.

“I’m scared,” she said, voice rougher than I’d ever heard it. “Not of the show, not of you guys, but of my Dad. I’ve seen what happens when he locks onto a plan. The second he realizes I’m not just ‘hooking up’ but… this”, she gestured to the circle, “I don’t know if he’ll lose his mind or just never speak to me again.”

She bit her lip, eyes shining.

“It’s stupid, but that’s what keeps me up. Not the haters, not the DMs… just letting my family down when they see the real me.”

Nobody rushed to comfort her.

They just let the truth breathe.

Brooke picked it up from there, ice-queen composure never slipping.

“The world isn’t the only one watching now,” Brooke said, words enunciated like a closing argument. “I’ve spent my life being the face of control. Now, with every new headline, every viral clip, I have to explain to a law firm, or a judge, or a college peer, why I deserve a place at their table. One misstep, and my entire future rewrites itself in the span of a single news cycle.”

She exhaled, a rare tell.

“But I chose this. I’m not asking for a retraction. I just want to be sure we don’t let the narrative slip out of our hands.”

Her words hung like a tightening noose: this was life and death, not just trend-chasing drama.

Lila, who once would’ve vanished at this point, leveled her shoulders and spoke up.

“I’m still scared of backsliding,” she admitted. “I spent my whole life letting men decide what I was worth. Even now, I have to fight the urge to shrink, to take second place, to look up and wonder if I’m being too much. I want to believe in this family, I do, but if I fuck up, please don’t let me fall back on old patterns. Don’t let me make you the center of my world, just because it’s all I ever learned.”

She wiped at one cheek, but her voice didn’t shake.

Tessa nodded in solidarity, but didn’t say more.

Emma was next, and right away I knew she’d been holding back a nuclear secret.

She took a slow breath, then laid her cards all the way out.

“I got accepted to medical school in Miami,” she said, gaze steady, voice low. “Full ride. I found out a few days ago, but I didn’t want to drop it in the middle of everything. It’s…I’m not even sure if I want to go to medical school anymore. But my parents, especially my mom—”

Her voice splintered, raw with pain, and then the tears were streaming down. Kylie reached her in a heartbeat, pulling her sister tight, anchoring her with a gentle, reassuring touch.

The bomb landed. Even Summer blinked.

Emma went on: “Best case, I’m a cautionary tale at every dinner party. Worst case, the school sees a viral video, ties my name to the harem, and instead of doctor, I’m the next headline in an ethics scandal. I’m not giving up either dream, but I need you all to know how high the stakes really are.”

The room absorbed it, every face open, every ear tuned.

I realized then how much each of them had shifted. They weren’t just passengers on this crazy voyage. They were partners. Architects of their own survival, putting their futures on the line.

For the first time all night, the floor was mine.

I didn’t try to run the table.

I just told the truth.

“I started this trip thinking I had to have all the answers,” I said. “That if I ever let myself slip, the world would eat us alive. But I was wrong. The only reason we’re here, now, is because every one of you decided to grab the wheel and pull us through. I could go overboard tomorrow and you’d still make it to Singapore in one piece. All I want now is to be worthy of the trust you’ve already given me.”

I hesitated, the words raw as nerve.

“I know what I want, but it’s not to be the sheriff or savior. It’s to stand with you, every minute, even when the world’s ready to call us freaks and break us apart.”

Now it was out. No taking it back.

Summer nodded, her expression all strategy and open admiration.

“That’s what makes us unbreakable,” she said. “We don’t play loose with the cameras. We run our story, our way. Private spaces? Off-limits. Scheduled on-air time only. And nobody, no label, no lawyer, no sponsor, dictates what gets aired except us.”

Kylie let out a little whoop, pumping her fist, the whole body language of a girl who finally gets to play offense, not defense.

Brooke allowed herself a real, wide-open smile. “I’ll draft the legal language tonight,” she said. “Nobody steals this story except by our consent.”

Even Lila joined in with a hesitant grin. “We built the rules. Now we get to live by them.”

The hush in the salon changed, not relief, but power.

It wasn’t lost on me that of the entire crew, I was the only one who’d started the voyage still believing old-school rules applied. The women had learned, evolved, and now, nobody could argue they weren’t in charge of the future.

Summer shot me a look, pure sunshine and steel.

“We’re not just surviving this exposure,” she said, standing to draw every eye in the room. “We’re controlling it. That means nobody gets left behind, nobody gets thrown under the bus, and if some influencer or ex-boyfriend comes sniffing around, we handle it together. No exceptions.”

For a heartbeat, the world felt righted.

I watched the women, every one of them now a force of nature, and for a flicker of a second, I felt hope instead of dread.

Let the world bring their storm.

We had our crew, our code, and for the first time, the power to write our own ending.

The circle settled, each woman connecting to the other in glances, touches, and the shared hush of people who had survived war and come out hungrier for the fight.

Tomorrow would bring cameras, contracts, and headlines, but tonight, at least, we owned ourselves.

I locked eyes with Tessa, saw the pride there, the barely-contained spark of someone who’d always wanted to belong and finally did.

The harem wasn’t about me anymore.

It was about all of us. Every last beautifully complicated soul.

For once, I could breathe.

And in the hush of the salon, nothing felt safer than that.

***

By the time the last word faded, the room was transformed.

The salon’s usual floating-party vibe had vanished, replaced with something deeper, lights dialed down until the teak glowed dull gold, shadows pooling in corners like velvet, the outside world reduced to a faint drumbeat of water against hull. No more show for the cameras. If you didn’t already belong, you wouldn’t have known what to call it.

It was Tessa who broke the hush, always the writer, always the soul who could give words to things the rest of us barely dared to feel.

She didn’t raise her voice. Didn’t need to.

“We talk about the world watching, the cameras, the headlines,” Tessa said, green eyes bright, hands cradled in her lap. “But what’s really happening here? We’re building a new kind of family. Not by surviving the outside, but by choosing each other, over and over, even when it’s hard.”

Her words fell like a benediction.

She motioned for Lila to speak next.

Lila straightened, every trace of her former fragility burned away in the low light.

“When I boarded this boat, all I wanted was to disappear. For someone to tell me I didn’t have to impress anyone, just… exist.” Her voice was gentle, but solid as granite. “You gave me more than that. You made me believe I could be chosen, even when I didn’t earn it. That’s real faith. Not asking permission, not shrinking, just trusting that if I show up, you’ll hold me no matter what.”

She leaned into Emma, who squeezed her hand, like it had always been their secret handshake.

Emma nodded, then took over.

“I spent so many years being the fixer, the one who held everyone else together. I thought dreams were for other people, that if I wanted love, I’d have to let go of my own ambition. But you guys…” She smiled, soft and open, “you made me brave enough to want both. To chase my professional dreams, to claim the harem, and not hide from the dream of being part of something this big. If that’s not real courage, I don’t know what is.”

Her voice hit hard, so honest it bordered on brutal.

Brooke, once the queen of ice, melted visibly as she shifted forward, blue eyes luminous in the shadows.

“I was good at fitting in. At being perfect, at never letting the mask slip.” She paused, as if the next words might set the world on fire. “But none of that ever felt safe. With you? With this?” She gestured to the circle, to the bodies and the hush and the revolution they’d made. “I learned what it is to truly want, and not be ashamed. You carved out the space for me to let go, to need, and still believe I’d be wanted at the end of it. The walls are down. They’re not coming back up.”

Her composure slipped, and for the first time, I saw the girl behind every perfect report card, every first-in-class. Vulnerable, wild, scared, and holding on for dear life.

Nobody rushed her.

Nobody pointed out the tears.

It was just accepted, like breath.

Kylie, the resident bomb-thrower, picked up the baton, but this time she was all softness, no snark.

“I spent my whole life trying to prove I was strong. That I could win any game, outlast any rival. But it turns out what I really wanted was to belong. To not have to fight for a seat at the table. Here? I get to show up wild, messy, obsessed, and you still want me. Even when I push too hard, even when I scare myself. I love being Trouble, but I love being yours even more.”

She winked, but the old edge was gone.

In its place was pure gratitude.

Tessa closed the loop with a final thought.

“I’ve always been the watcher. The one chronicling other people’s courage, other people’s joy. But you let me step into the story. You saw me, not just my words. And for the first time, I don’t want to just write about what matters, I want to live it.”

She looked right at me, and the force of it nearly knocked me over.

It was a chain reaction, each confession feeding the next, every moment building towards something I didn’t have words for.

Maybe nobody did.

The physical part happened the way revolutions always do: slow at first, then all at once.

Hands found hands, bodies unfurled, and the hush thickened until the air itself seemed to tremble.

Summer made the first move. Of course she did.

She slid off the chair and onto the carpet, drawing Brooke with her, their fingers lacing like they’d done it a thousand times. Summer’s blue eyes held a dare, but her touch was deliberate, slow, reverent. She brushed Brooke’s cheek, then leaned in for a kiss, gentle, hungry, the kind that rewires brains and hearts all at once.

The rest followed suit.

Emma and Lila tumbled from their seats, collapsing together in a tangle of arms and laughter, the kind of joy that only comes from surviving hell and coming out wanting more.

Kylie took Tessa’s hand, then mine, grinning as she guided us in, no hierarchy, no who goes first, just bodies seeking comfort and connection wherever they landed.

At some point, the six-woman circle became a single living thing: lips meeting, hands sliding over skin, every touch a dialogue of trust and need.

Summer pushed Brooke gently to her back, their dresses riding up to reveal lace and satin, bodies pressed flush and hot as they kissed, legs tangling, moans chasing each other in the hush.

Kylie went straight for my lap, straddling me in nothing but her crop top and attitude, grinding slow and deep while Tessa curled in behind her, arms wrapped around both of us, green eyes wide and wet.

Emma and Lila rolled onto the rug, Lila’s hair a black river as Emma kissed her throat, their hands everywhere, stroking, cupping, coaxing each new gasp of pleasure with infinite patience.

I was everywhere and nowhere, tasting Summer’s salt off Brooke’s lips, feeling Kylie ride my thigh while Tessa’s fingers traced lazy lines up my back, catching Lila’s long whimpers as Emma made her come with nothing but a slow grind and a mouthful of breast.

Nobody tried to dominate.

Nobody had to.

It was the kind of connection that made sex seem almost too small a word.

Whenever someone was on the edge, the rest of us pulled her back, holding, anchoring, making damn sure every star in the constellation stayed lit.

Summer fucked Brooke slow and deep, fingers inside her, watching Brooke’s icy reserve shatter as she sobbed her way to orgasm, clutching at Summer’s arms like she never wanted to let go.

Kylie rode me, slow at first, then wild, but every time she neared the finish, Tessa reached around and steadied her, holding her face, whispering the promises only sisters-by-choice could ever really make.

Emma coaxed Lila to climax after climax, never pushing, just matching every shiver and sob with a low sweet hum that felt like home.

And every so often, someone would reach for me, Tessa tugging my hand to her lips, Lila curling against my chest, Summer grabbing the back of my neck and biting down with just enough hunger to startle me awake.

We moved together, a single body drawn from seven separate souls.

Every boundary that had ever mattered was gone.

All that remained was consent, craving, and the wild, holy logic of being chosen.

The peak hit all of us at once, a rolling thunder, a chain of orgasms snapped off like beads from a string.

Summer came first, her body drawn tight around Brooke’s fingers, eyes rolling back as she moaned my name and ground her hips up, begging for more.

Brooke followed, blue eyes wild, her usually flawless composure melting into sweat and sound as she climaxed, thighs shuddering, mouth open in a silent scream.

Kylie clamped down on my cock as I erupted inside her, her pussy milking every pulse as I filled her. Her full-body spasm left her limp and giddy against my chest, breathless and still trembling as she felt the warmth spreading deep within.

Tessa came the moment Kylie did, maybe from the friction, maybe just from the connection, arms tight around us both, a low, sweet sound I’d never forget.

Emma and Lila finished last, Lila gasping and wailing as Emma coaxed her through another wave, hands and mouths everywhere, sticky and messy and utterly unashamed.

The afterglow was gorgeous.

Bodies scattered across the carpet, limbs entwined, the air so thick with sex and sweat it might never wash out.

I lay there, face buried in Summer's hair, the salt of her skin on my lips, bodies pressed close on all sides. Lila's head rested on my shoulder, Tessa curled to my left, Kylie draped halfway across both of us, and Emma nestled between Kylie's legs, her fingers still loosely intertwined with mine. Brooke, ever the queen, reclined just close enough to touch any of us at will, one elegant hand resting on Emma's ankle.

Nobody was in a hurry.

Nobody even bothered to reach for a camera or a phone.

This was for us.

Eventually, Summer levered herself up, hair wild, skin glowing, eyes bright with pride.

She looked around the room, surveyed the bodies, the sweat, the marks and the hush.

She grinned.

“I wish every night could end like this,” she said, voice hoarse but happy.

Kylie nuzzled in. “Nothing stopping us, babe.”

Brooke rolled onto her side, gathering Emma and Lila in an embrace that somehow made it look both regal and obscene.

Even Tessa, always a little shy in the aftermath, just beamed, no notebook in sight, just pure, undiluted presence.

I let the moment imprint itself: seven people, every scar and hope and secret on display, no more walls anywhere in sight.

If you’d asked the world to name it, they’d call it a sex scandal.

But what we’d really built was a living, breathing myth.

When we finally migrated to the primary suite, it was in a tidal wave of laughter and low, happy exclamations.

Nobody bickered about space; there was plenty to go around, and every inch was filled with warmth.

The women sprawled, all naked of course. Somehow, Summer ended up spooning Lila, while Kylie curled into Emma, and Brooke and Tessa claimed opposite sides of my chest.

Every inch of skin was claimed, every angle of face and thigh and breast mapped by lips and hands, until we were nothing but a tangle of naked contentment.

That’s when I caught the faintest flash of light, a red LED, somewhere out on the deck.

Evan’s camera, perched discreetly by the porthole, framing us in silhouette. He wasn’t filming naked bodies, he was capturing the legend, the echo, the proof that even in the raw aftermath, we were a true family.

I let the camera have its prize, wrapping both arms tight around the women, pulling them closer, feeling their heartbeat, their trust, their certainty.

There’s a saying on the ocean: strong enough to weather anything.

Tonight, we were.

And in the hush before dawn, every secret, every scar, every moan was mapped out in the private sky we’d built just for us.

They called it a constellation.

I called it home.

***

Nothing ever felt the same after an all-night revolution.

The sun broke over the Indian Ocean like a fresh bruise, gorgeous, shocking, and impossible to pretend you hadn’t earned it. I found myself blinking at the light, the taste of salt and sex still heavy on my tongue, as I tried to wrap my brain around what the hell we’d built in that salon and the primary suite after.

But the inside of True North wasn’t a tomb or a hangover zone. If anything, the air on deck was electric, the whole ship humming with the promise of something new.

Summer was at the starboard rail, barefoot, legs folded under her, phone in hand. She wasn’t scrolling socials or DMs for the drama; she was already outlining the next move, thumbs flying as she mapped brand-new ideas for content, scheduling anchor moments, even budgeting private downtime so nobody burned out before Singapore. Her focus would’ve scared most execs. The vibe was less party girl and more brain surgeon prepping for an impossible operation.

A few paces away, Kylie and Emma huddled over mugs of strong coffee, both still in their pajamas but looking more alive than ever. If family had a physical form, it was the way Kylie slouched just enough to block the morning chill from Emma’s bare thighs, and the way Emma poured refills for both without even looking at the pot. The conversation was low and private, sometimes Kylie would waggle her eyebrows and Emma would shoot her a smile that looked born from pure survival. If there was a crack in the new order, you’d never spot it here.

Tessa sat at the aft bench, journal balanced on her knees, hair a wild halo from a night spent tangled up with too many hearts. She wrote with a new kind of urgency, her face open, lines of sunlight cutting over her skin as though the ocean itself had nominated her to be its next poet laureate. Every so often she’d pause, glance around the deck, and smile as if savoring the proof that this wasn’t just a story, but a future she’d helped build.

Lila stood at the bow, arms stretched and face turned full into the wind. Sundress whipped tight against her curves, but she didn’t flinch or hunch or hide. She gazed out at the world like she’d spent a lifetime waiting for this exact morning, and by God, she wasn’t about to let anyone shame her for finally stepping into the light.

Brooke slipped in behind me, silent and certain. No corporate mask, no more ice queen, no more hiding what we meant to each other. She slid her arm through mine, gave me a quick kiss on the lips, then set her blue eyes on the horizon and together we reviewed the nav. She didn’t doublecheck my log or hedge her bets. She just listened, made suggestions, and trusted me to bring us in. She was a partner, not a sidekick.

Everything about the morning felt bigger than what came before.

Even the ocean seemed to know we were on the edge of a new world.

It was Brooke who spotted the first ship.

She pointed, sharp and precise, to a faint shadow on the water, a container vessel, already pushing twenty knots, bound for Singapore’s harbor.

Tessa perked up, then scrawled something in her journal.

Kylie whistled. “Looks like the welcome committee’s out early.”

The others clustered to the rail, shoulders brushing, hair swirling in the breeze, eyes wide as kids on Christmas. There was no fear, no dread. Just hunger for whatever came next.

It was the exact moment I knew I couldn’t keep hedging my bets.

This wasn’t a competition.

This wasn’t a reality TV show, not really.

This was forever, and the only thing that could break us was hesitation.

I called them together, one by one, until the whole family stood mid-deck, sunlight cutting over their bare arms, hair wild, faces alive.

Even Evan was up early, camera balanced at the top of the steps, red light shining for the world.

I looked out at the horizon, then back at the women who’d redefined every part of my life.

And I spoke, not as Captain, but as the man who wouldn’t trade a second of this for a thousand “normal” futures.

“When we hit port,” I said, voice steady, “I want to make this official. Not for the sponsors, not for the cameras, just for us.”

A pause. Six pairs of eyes went wide.

Lila’s lips parted in surprise.

Summer grinned like she’d just won the lottery.

Kylie dug her toes in, suddenly very alert.

Emma blinked, as if working an impossible diagnosis.

Tessa tilted her head, a single sunbeam catching the green in her eyes.

Brooke squeezed my arm, like she’d been rehearsing this moment for weeks.

I finished it. “I’m not picking one of you. I’m picking all of you. Not just for now. For… as long as you’ll have me. I want the world to know that this isn’t about elimination or heartbreak or choosing the ‘winner.’ I want to build a family, and I want all of you in it. Forever.”

You could’ve heard the ocean still for a heartbeat.

Then the next breath was wild and new.

Lila started crying, but this time it was happiness, pure, unstoppable tears, spilling over her cheeks as she reached for Emma and pulled her in.

Kylie whooped, loud enough to wake the dead, then jumped into my arms, wrapping both legs around my waist, legendary tits mashed against my chest, her laugh a full-body celebration.

Summer, not to be outdone, grabbed me from behind, pressing her lips to my neck and whispering “I knew you had the balls for it, baby.”

Brooke didn’t let go. If anything, she pulled me closer, her blue eyes burning with pride.

Tessa set her journal down, then hopped right into the group embrace, heart pounding, hair wild, letting the love wash right through her.

Even Emma, who’d spent so long being the anchor, let herself go, hugging Lila, then me, then the entire crew, as if the only thing she was afraid of now was letting the moment pass without taking every last inch of joy out of it.

The deck turned into a pile-up: seven bodies, arms, thighs, hair everywhere, hands reaching, lips finding lips, everybody laughing, nobody apologizing.

If you wanted a new normal, this was it.

A harem, sure.

But also a dynasty.

A living, breathing wall of hope.

Up above, Evan’s camera caught every second.

He framed the moment, the sunrise flooding our faces, the embrace immortalized for however long the net cares to remember.

But behind the lens, Evan’s phone flashed a new message from Adam.

“WEATHER CLEARED. ARRIVING SINGAPORE TWELVE HOURS EARLY. SEE YOU TOMORROW.”

The words pulsed on the screen, a heartbeat counting down to the new test.

I looked at my women, my family, and knew we’d be ready.

Whatever waited at port, whatever the world threw our way, it would have to get through all seven of us first.

I let the moment imbed itself. The ship on the horizon getting closer. Arms locked around me. Laughter, breath, sweat, and certainty.

We were not a game.

We were not a meme.

We were a legend in the making.

Let Singapore come.

We’d built something even the gods would envy.

For a while, nobody wanted to break the hold.

Sun blazed over the deck, igniting freckles on Lila’s shoulders, painting every scar and bruise of the night before into living gold on Summer’s neck.

Brooke and Emma plotted the arrival, already strategizing what story to give the new cameras waiting at the dock.

Kylie kept her claim on my midsection, thighs squeezing every time she caught me glancing at the horizon.

Even Tessa managed to scribble the last line of whatever poem she’d dreamed up, then tossed the pen and let herself get pulled into another bear hug.

For the record, the hugs lasted a long, long time.

When words finally returned, they weren’t for the cameras.

They were for each other.

“You actually did it, baby,” Summer whispered in my ear. “You chose us. All of us. Like a real king.”

Kylie kissed my cheek. “I always knew this was endgame. I just didn’t know you’d be brave enough to say it out loud.”

Emma’s hand found my wrist. “You’re giving me the best chance at forever I never thought I’d have.”

Tessa curled around my back, chin on my shoulder, just breathing in the moment, no words needed.

Lila, still blinking away the tears, managed a shy smile. “No going back now,” she said, voice reverent.

Brooke deadpanned, “I’d like it on the record that I support this merger without reservation.”

Nobody even tried to keep a straight face after that.

We just let ourselves be seven, arms tangled, laughter echoing out over the endless, perfect water.

Evan filmed it, careful as a priest with a relic, moving slow, catching every expression, every glance, every silent promise.

He didn’t even bother to message Adam back.

He knew what mattered.

By the time the ship on the horizon closed within a mile, we were calm, recharged, and absolutely unbreakable.

Whatever tests waited at port, whatever drama or scandal or gossip reel, it would have to blast through seven layers of loyalty, love, and relentless resolve.

The True North was home, now and for good.

If the world needed a new story, we’d give them one.

One nobody could ever break.

The last thing the cameras caught was the seven of us in a tangle of sunlight and skin, the ocean stretching ahead, the promise of tomorrow painted in every smile.

Let Singapore bring its best.

The harem at dawn was ready for anything.
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Harem Under Construction
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Three books. One lake house. Five women. And a love story built to break every rule.

Welcome to Harem Under Construction, the complete, scorching trilogy that brings together Nailed to the Frame, Screwed Together, and Hammered Home—plus a never-before-published bonus chapter you won’t find anywhere else.

When Matt Ford returns to a crumbling lakeside home with a tight deadline and too much unfinished history, he expects long days of sweat, sawdust, and second chances. What he doesn’t expect is to become the center of a dangerously intoxicating storm, one made up of desire, rivalry, loyalty, and women who refuse to share him quietly.

Fiona, his bold, grounding girlfriend, is all heat and devotion, steady enough to anchor him, daring enough to push him further than he’s ever gone. Riley, her reckless best friend and Matt’s first love, brings chaos, temptation, and a spark that never truly died.


Then comes Fiona's sister —June, elegant and commanding, who wants more than his body. Followed by Riley's sister Bella, furious and unforgettable, whose passion burns hot enough to leave scars. And finally the oldest Ross sister, Lily, the one who got away, standing on the edge of marriage to another man, forcing Matt to confront the one truth he can’t hammer down: some loves don’t stay buried.

As walls come down and bedrooms fill, lines blur between friendship and obsession, family and fantasy, love and possession. What begins as a summer renovation turns into something far bigger—a harem Matt never planned, a home built on trust and fire, and a future that demands everything he has.

Packed with high-heat encounters, emotional intensity, fierce female leads, and a slow-build poly romance that doesn’t play it safe, Harem Under Construction delivers the full, uncut journey from first temptation to final commitment.

🔥 This box set includes:

Nailed to the Frame — where it all begins

Screwed Together — where everything ignites

Hammered Home — where the harem is forged

Plus an exclusive bonus chapter available only in this collection

The house may be finished—but the love story is anything but simple.

Harem University: Complete Box Set
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A young man’s college adventure leads down a road paved with co-ed gold…

Nineteen-year-old Matt Parker was a late bloomer. After growing up as the runt of the litter, left out and left behind, Matt experienced a growth spurt that made him unrecognizable to all but his best friend, Luke Monroe.

After years of personal tragedy, Luke’s family took Matt in and gave him a home where he spent the last two years preparing for college.

Two years where Matt thrived and blossomed, growing from an undersized ninety-eight-pound weakling into a muscled hunk ready to take college by storm.

But his troubles are only beginning when a blown dorm assignment leaves Matt homeless. But Luke’s mother, Nora, won’t feed Matt to the wolves. The round and curvy mother of four rounds up her three daughters to brainstorm alternate living arrangements for Matt.

The dorm isn’t Matt’s only problem. He’s spent the last two years dodging Luke’s gorgeous college-aged sisters, and now it’s time to make amends.

First, Matt comes face-to-face with the oldest Monroe daughter, his former babysitter, Bella. The onetime homecoming queen is now the president of her sorority. When she meets Matt, the lithe, raven-haired beauty, doesn’t recognize him and neither does Mia, the middle Monroe sister, who is as beautiful and busty as she is sweet and innocent.

The youngest Monroe sister, fiery, golden-haired Zoe, isn’t as forgiving as her sisters. During high school, Zoe and Matt were best friends until Matt ghosted her.

It’s up to Matt to make good with Zoe and solve his housing crisis while traversing the raging rapids of the Monroe’s sister’s sibling rivalry, as they each lay claim to Matt’s heart.

Harem University follows nineteen-year-old, Matt Parker, as he settles in at college and builds the harem of his dreams!

This full box set contains the entire Harem University trilogy including Tempting Tutor, Co-Ed Comfort and Day Trip!

Includes a brand new, never released bonus scene not available in the original series!


18+ Only!

Back Home Harem: Complete Box Set
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One man proves you can come back home again…

Steve Erickson’s life is a mess. Five years ago, Steve moved his family west to build a thriving business. Where his business flourished, his marriage crumbled. But Steve and his beautiful buxom wife Angie, aren’t ready to throw in the towel. On the brink of divorce, the couple agrees on a wild plan. They want to move home where they first fell in love and left behind their old friends.


Eager to rekindle their old flame, Steve and Angie move home, bringing their son, Max, with them. There’s only one problem — their new house isn’t ready.


Steve’s lifelong best friend, multi-millionaire Jim Fields, and his stunning blonde wife, Gretta, open their home to Steve and his family. When Steve arrives, he discovers paradise is exactly what it seems. Now it’s time to heal old wounds and restart old friendships.


But every relationship comes with temptations. For Steve, those temptations start and stop with his best friend’s wife, Gretta, and their three drop-dead gorgeous, college-aged daughters. During a welcome home party, Steve reacquaints himself with bratty blonde Lillie and her sisters Jenna and Becca. Their brazen flirtations make Steve realize he’s treading deep water.


When someone shows up in Steve’s bed in the middle of the night, that deep water threatens to pull him under. Is it his wife Angie who had a few too many cocktails during the welcome home party? Or is the mystery lady Gretta Fields who shares a secret past with Steve? Or is it one of her three daughters, each jockeying for a position to win Steve’s heart? It’s up to Steve to unravel that mystery one lady at a time.


With summer in full swing, the bikinis are on and the pool’s wide open. Can Steve resist temptation? Or will his marriage flame out?


This box set contains all four books in the Back Home Harem series, including Mystery Lady, Dream Dates, Bachelor Auction, and Pageant Princess! Read the entire series from start to finish that follows forty-two-year-old, Steve Erickson, as he comes back home to build his dream life, save his marriage, and build a harem along the way.
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