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      Two women. One man. And a dreamy marina on Florida's sun-drenched coast.

      After a devastating career scandal, boat builder Daniel Pierce seeks refuge in his uncle's weathered marina on Florida's secluded coast. What was meant to be an escape from the world becomes the beginning of an unexpected adventure.

      When charismatic filmmaker Sophia and brilliant marine biologist Layla anchor their damaged yacht in his bay, Daniel's quiet life is turned upside down.

      Between repair work and diving expeditions, an electrifying attraction develops between the three. What begins as a practical arrangement evolves into a passionate three-way relationship that defies all conventions.

      Marina Dreams is a steamy novella where a man and two attractive women create their personal paradise in a dilapidated marina – until their past catches up with them.

      Harem Romance with unconventional relationships.
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            TAKING OVER THE MARINA

          

        

      

    

    
      I park my truck in front of the old marina and shut the engine. The scent of salt water and weathered wood drifts through the open window as the evening sun bathes everything in golden light. The waves shimmer like liquid fire across the bay. My hands linger on the steering wheel as I stare through the windshield at my new property: Pierce's Marina, named after my Uncle James who passed away three months ago.

      "You've got to be kidding me." Those were my first words to the lawyer when he called. "He left me the marina? The entire property?"

      Now, standing before it, I still can hardly believe it. The marina looks different from what I remember – smaller, more run-down. The blue paint on the two-story main building is peeling, and several wooden planks on the dock are visibly rotting. Still, the place possesses a timeless beauty that reminds me of the summers of my childhood.

      "Here's to new adventures," I mutter, grabbing my sea bag from the passenger seat and getting out.

      The gravel crunches beneath my shoes. The air is warm and humid – typical for Florida in late summer. In the distance, seagulls screech over the water. I breathe in deeply, savoring for a moment the salty smell of the sea. It's been a long time since I've lived this close to the water.

      I close my truck door and walk slowly toward the main entrance. The old key the lawyer gave me feels heavy in my pocket. As I insert it into the lock, I turn it with a satisfying click. The door opens with a loud creak.

      "Hello marina," I say softly as I step inside.

      The interior is dusty and smells of decades of boat repairs, old wood, and the unmistakable note of Uncle James's pipe tobacco that seems to still hang in the walls. Sunlight streams through the dusty windows, drawing stripes across the wooden floor of the workshop on the ground floor. Tools hang neatly on the wall, as if my uncle had been working on a boat just yesterday.

      I set down my sea bag and walk through the space. My fingers glide over familiar tools – wrenches, saws, drills – all well-maintained despite their age. In the corner stands a half-finished rowboat that my uncle had apparently been working on until shortly before his death. I gently stroke the smooth wood.

      "What am I going to do with you?" I ask the empty workshop.

      The stairs to the apartment on the upper floor creak under my steps. Arriving upstairs, I find a surprisingly cozy apartment. An open living and dining area, a small kitchen, a bedroom, and a bathroom. Everything is old-fashioned but clean and functional. Through the large windows, I have a breathtaking view of the bay. The setting sun casts a warm light into the room.

      On an old oak desk in the corner, I discover photos in silver frames. I pick one up and wipe away the dust. It shows my uncle, younger, with a full head of dark hair, one arm draped around my shoulders. I was maybe ten years old then. We're standing on the dock, proudly showing off a small fishing boat we had repaired together. My first project.

      Next to it lie stacks of notebooks – my uncle recorded details of every boat he ever repaired. Drawings, notes, little bits of wisdom in the margins. His life's work, documented in his scrawling handwriting.

      A cool evening breeze blows through the open window. I put the photo back and walk to the window. From here, I can see the entire dock, where today only two small fishing boats are moored. It used to be busier here.

      I decide to inspect the dock before it gets dark. Outside, the wooden planks creak under my feet. Some definitely need to be replaced. The dock extends about fifty yards into the water, with berths for perhaps a dozen boats. At the end, I sit down, letting my legs dangle over the water's edge like I did as a child.

      The sun nearly touches the horizon. I think about my ex-wife Caroline, who would never understand my "crazy" decision to take over a decaying marina. But after everything that happened in Boston, after the failed boat-building project for those rich investors and the subsequent lawsuit, this place feels like a chance. A fresh start.

      As the last sunlight dances across the water, I notice a ship on the horizon. An elegant sailing yacht, larger than anything this small marina normally harbors. It seems to be having problems – its course is unsteady, and even from this distance, I can tell something's wrong with its mainsail.

      I rise, lift my hand to shade my eyes, and observe the vessel's lazy progress toward the bay. It looks like they're having engine problems in addition to the damaged sail.

      "Not my problem," I say to myself, but my eyes remain fixed on the struggling yacht as the sun finally sinks into the sea and the first stars appear in the sky.
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            UNEXPECTED GUESTS

          

        

      

    

    
      The first rays of sunlight wake me from a deep sleep. For a moment I'm disoriented until I realize where I am – in Uncle James's bed, in Uncle James's marina, my marina now. Seagulls screech outside, and through the open window I hear the gentle lapping of waves against the dock pilings.

      I swing my legs over the edge of the bed and rub the sleep from my eyes. As I get up and walk to the window, my gaze catches on something that definitely wasn't there last night. The yacht I had observed at dusk is moored at my dock.

      "What the hell?"

      Without changing, wearing only boxers and a t-shirt, I hurry down the creaking wooden stairs and through the workshop to the outside. The morning sun blinds me for a moment as I step onto the dock. The yacht is more impressive up close – at least 50 feet long, with sleek lines and expensive equipment. The name "Aurora" is displayed in elegant lettering on the stern. The mainsail is indeed torn, as I had suspected yesterday.

      As I approach, I hear voices from the deck. A woman laughs, then a second voice, deeper but clearly also female. I clear my throat loudly.

      "Hello? This is private property."

      A head appears above the railing – short, dark hair, sun-tanned skin, prominent cheekbones and piercing gray eyes that examine me curiously.

      "Oh, good morning!" she calls out with a voice that conveys both confidence and a trace of apology. "Are you the owner? We had an emergency last night and had to dock."

      "Yes, that's me," I answer, crossing my arms. "Daniel Pierce."

      "One moment," she says and disappears below deck again.

      I wait, the morning sun already warm on my skin. After a brief rustling, two women appear on deck and elegantly descend the small staircase to the dock.

      The first woman has dark hair. Up close, I guess she's in her early thirties. She's wearing cutoff jeans and a white tank top that accentuates her athletic figure. A professional camera hangs around her neck. For a moment, my eyes trace the smooth skin of her thighs. It's a glance that makes me somewhat uncomfortable, but I couldn't help it.

      Behind her comes a second woman – perhaps slightly younger, with short, fiery red hair. Her skin is paler, with freckles across her nose and cheeks. She wears loose linen pants and a navy blue crop top with the logo of a marine conservation organization. What immediately strikes me about her is her graceful, slender appearance. She looks to me like a runway model dressed in a faded top and linen pants.

      "We're really sorry about the disruption," says the dark-haired one, extending her hand to me. "I'm Sophia, and this is Layla."

      I shake both hands hesitantly. Layla's grip is surprisingly firm for her delicate frame.

      "What happened?" I ask, with a glance at the yacht.

      "Engine failure and a torn sail," Sophia answers with a grimace. "We were on our way to Key Largo when the outboard motor suddenly quit. We tried to continue with just the sail, but then came this sudden gust of wind..." She shrugs.

      "We saw the lights of your marina and thought we could dock here," adds Layla. Her voice is softer than her friend's, with a slight accent I can't quite place. "It was already dark, and we couldn't tell if the place was open."

      "The marina isn't actually in operation," I say, rubbing my neck. "I've only just taken it over, literally yesterday."

      "Oh," says Sophia, visibly disappointed. "So you can't help us?"

      I sigh and look back at the main building, then at the yacht. "I'm a boat builder. I can take a look at the engine. But I can't promise anything."

      "You're a boat builder?" Layla's face brightens. "That's perfect!"

      "That would be really helpful," says Sophia, smiling at me – a smile that probably often gets what it wants.

      "Follow me," I say reluctantly and lead them back to the house. "I'll just grab my toolbox and put something on."

      As we walk along the dock, I ask, "What are you two doing anyway? Vacation?"

      "We're shooting a documentary," Sophia answers while taking a shot of the sunrise over the marina. "About the coral reefs off the Florida coast and their declining health. I'm the director and camerawoman, Layla is a marine biologist and my assistant."

      "We have diving equipment and sensitive filming equipment on board," adds Layla. "That's why we were so relieved to find a safe harbor."

      In the workshop, I grab my toolbox and quickly put on jeans and a fresh t-shirt. The women wait outside, looking around with interest.

      "Nice place," remarks Sophia. "Has potential."

      "It needs a lot of work," I reply as I head back to the boat.

      On board the "Aurora," I quickly determine that the problems are more serious than expected. The engine room smells of burnt oil, and some parts definitely need to be replaced. The mainsail is torn at a crucial point. I estimate the repairs will take at least two weeks, if not longer.

      When I return to the deck, Sophia and Layla are sitting in the cockpit with coffee in hand. They offer me a cup, which I gratefully accept.

      "It doesn't look good," I say straightforwardly. "The engine needs new parts that I'll have to order, and the sail needs professional repair."

      "How long will that take?" asks Layla with concern.

      "At least two weeks, if everything goes smoothly."

      The two women exchange worried glances.

      "Is there a hotel nearby?" asks Sophia.

      I snort. "The nearest town is twenty miles away. There's a motel there, but nothing special."

      Another exchange of glances between the two. I can practically see them weighing their limited options.

      "Listen," I say, though I'm not particularly thrilled about it, "I have a guesthouse on the property. Nothing fancy, but it has two bedrooms and a kitchen. If you want... I mean, if you have no other option..."

      Sophia's face brightens. "That would be incredibly kind of you."

      "We would of course pay for the accommodation," Layla quickly adds.

      I hesitate. My ex-wife would think I was crazy for inviting two strange women to stay in my guesthouse. On the other hand, the rental income could be helpful, and the company... well, it's lonely here.

      "Alright," I decide. "But I must warn you – the guesthouse also needs renovations. It's been empty for a long time."

      "We're not demanding," Sophia assures me with a smile that makes her gray eyes sparkle.

      As I help the women carry their belongings from the yacht to the guesthouse, I can't help but think that the peaceful solitude I had imagined has just been dramatically interrupted. Whether for good or bad remains to be seen.

      "One more question," I say as we set down the last box in the guesthouse. "Who actually owns this yacht? It looks pretty expensive."

      Sophia and Layla exchange another glance, this time with an unspoken tension that I can't quite interpret.

      "We borrowed it," Sophia finally answers. "From a producer."

      For some reason, I'm not sure if this is the whole story. But I decide that it's not my biggest concern at the moment, so I leave it at that. I have a marina to renovate, a boat to repair – and now also two unexpectedly attractive guests.
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            MORE COMPLICATED THAN EXPECTED

          

        

      

    

    
      With a wrench in my hand, I'm half-buried in the engine compartment of the "Aurora," quietly cursing to myself. It's day three of my inspection, and the deeper I dig, the worse it gets. The oil filter is completely clogged, the drive shaft bearing has a crack, and the cooling lines are so calcified they barely let water through.

      "Damn it," I mutter as I wriggle out of the cramped space and wipe the sweat from my forehead. The Florida sun is particularly hot today, and the humidity makes every movement an effort.

      I climb up on deck and note the next parts I'll need to order on an ever-growing list. By now, this list easily exceeds the repair costs Sophia and Layla probably had in mind. This is going to be a difficult conversation.

      When I look up, I see Layla coming toward me along the dock. She's wearing shorts and a loose-fitting t-shirt, her red hair giving her a mischievous appearance that I find quite attractive. Through the loose fabric of her shirt, I can clearly see the outline of her breasts beneath, and I immediately feel a stirring between my legs. In her hands, she's balancing a tray with a pitcher of lemonade and glasses. I quickly pull myself together and try not to focus on her striking attractiveness, which proves to be quite a difficult undertaking.

      "You look like you could use a break," she calls out to me with a smile.

      I climb off the boat and help her set the tray on the small table at the end of the dock. "That's an understatement," I sigh and collapse into one of the folding chairs we set up yesterday.

      Layla pours the lemonade and hands me a glass. It's cool and sweet-tart – exactly what I need right now.

      "How bad is it?" she asks as she sits down across from me. The freckles on her nose have become even more numerous in the past few days, and as she stands before me, I notice her pleasant scent of mint and fresh, sweet shower gel. There's an interested sparkle in her eyes that I haven't seen in a woman for a long time, and I realize that Layla is a young woman any guy could easily fall for if he's not careful. But then I force my thoughts back to the boat and the repair costs.

      I consider briefly how direct I should be, but then decide not to beat around the bush. "Honestly, it's a disaster. Whoever lent you this yacht either ruined it themselves or was conned. The engine is in pitiful condition."

      Layla's expression darkens. "I was afraid of something like that."

      "There are more problems than just the engine and the sail," I continue, taking a big swig of lemonade. "I found saltwater damage to the electronics, and there are signs that someone has been treating this boat very roughly for quite some time."

      "Can you fix it?" she asks with a hopeful undertone.

      "Yes, I can. The question is more whether you can afford it. We're talking about repairs in the five-figure range, and that's a conservative estimate."

      Layla lowers her gaze and nervously chews on her lower lip. "Sophia won't be thrilled."

      "Where is she, anyway?" I ask, looking around. Over the past few days, I've mostly seen Sophia walking around with her camera, always searching for the perfect shot.

      "She drove into town to find better internet. We need to upload footage," explains Layla with a sigh. "Daniel, I think we should be honest with each other."

      Something in her tone makes me alert. I set down my glass and look directly at her. "What do you mean?"

      "This yacht..." She takes a deep breath. "It doesn't really belong to a producer. Well, technically it does, but..."

      "Layla," I interrupt her, "if you've stolen this boat or something⁠—"

      "No, no!" She raises her hands defensively. "Nothing illegal, I promise. It belongs to Marcus Elliott. He's Sophia's ex-boyfriend and had agreed to produce our documentary."

      I lean back and cross my arms. "I'm listening."

      "They were together for three years. He's a successful documentary producer in L.A. The documentary about the coral reefs was actually his idea, and he provided the budget. Sophia and I researched and prepared for months."

      "And then?"

      "Then he left Sophia for an actress, two weeks before we were supposed to start filming." Layla's eyes flash with suppressed anger. "He wanted to cancel the entire project. Everything we'd worked for."

      "So you took his yacht?" I ask incredulously.

      "Sophia argued that the yacht was already scheduled for the project. He had left the keys in her apartment." She shrugs. "Technically, she had his permission to use the yacht for filming."

      "But he doesn't know you have it?" I ask slowly, becoming aware of the implications.

      Layla's silence is answer enough.

      I rub my eyes. "Damn, Layla. This is... complicated."

      "I know," she says quietly. "But this documentary means everything to us. It's Sophia's chance to make a name for herself in the industry. And for me... I quit my job to work on it. It's our last shot."

      I look out at the ocean, thoughts racing through my head. I should stay out of this. This is exactly the kind of drama I was running from. On the other hand, I understand what it means to put everything on the line.

      "So, what's your story anyway? What brings a smart, attractive man to this area?" she says, and I'm quite surprised by the change of subject.

      A grin spreads across my face.

      "No idea," I say and take another sip of lemonade.

      "Come on," she says with a crooked smile. "Nobody suddenly takes over a run-down marina in the middle of nowhere unless something went wrong."

      I have to laugh, despite everything. "Touché."

      For a moment I sit in silence, considering how much I should reveal. "I had a big job in Boston. A custom yacht for a group of wealthy investors. It was supposed to be my breakthrough."

      "What happened?"

      "One of the investors wanted major changes when we were already in the middle of construction. Changes that would have made the ship's structure unstable. I refused." I look down at my hands. "He found other boat builders who had fewer scruples. They stole my plans, finished the boat according to his wishes."

      "And it sank?" Layla concludes.

      I nod. "That's right. On its maiden voyage. Fortunately, no one died. But instead of taking responsibility, they sued me. Claimed I had provided faulty blueprints."

      "That's terrible."

      "I was acquitted, but the trial took years and ruined me financially. My marriage didn't survive it either." I reach for my glass again. "When my uncle died and left me this marina, it seemed like a sign. A fresh start in a place where I was happy as a child."

      We sit in silence, both lost in thought. The afternoon sun sparkles on the water, and a pleasant breeze blows through the air.

      "About your yacht," I finally say. "I can fix it. But it will take time, and it won't be cheap."

      "We don't have much money," admits Layla. "All our savings are going into the documentary."

      I sigh, knowing I'm about to suggest something my ex-wife would find completely insane. "Maybe we can make a deal."

      "What kind of deal?"

      "I'll repair the boat at a reduced price. In exchange, you help me renovate the marina. I thought I could handle it alone, but honestly, it's more work than I expected."

      "You want us to... renovate the marina?" Layla asks, surprised.

      "New paint, repairs to the dock, maybe a new sign. Nothing that requires professional skills. But two additional hands – or four – would make a big difference."

      "That's... generous," Layla says slowly. "But you barely know us. Why would you do that?"

      I shrug. "Maybe I understand what it's like to put everything on the line and then be followed by bad luck."

      A warm smile lights up her face. "I think Sophia will agree. We don't have a better option anyway."

      "Good." I stand up and extend my hand to her. "Deal?"

      She takes my hand, her grip firm and determined. "Deal."

      As we stand there, hands shaken, I hear the crunch of car tires on gravel. Sophia is returning. I can only hope that she sees our deal the same way Layla does.

      "There's one more thing you should know," Layla says quickly before Sophia can reach us. "Marcus is... temperamental. If he finds out where the yacht is..."

      "Then we'll deal with it when the time comes," I say with more confidence than I feel. "One problem at a time."

      Sophia approaches us along the dock, her face unreadable. I have a feeling that my quiet new life on the coast has just become considerably more complicated.
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            UNDERWATER ENCOUNTER

          

        

      

    

    
      "Are you sure you can carry all that?" Sophia stands before me, hands on her hips, as I shoulder a waterproof case of camera equipment while trying to balance two oxygen tanks.

      "No problem," I assure her, though my arms are already protesting. "Where exactly are we going again?"

      We're standing at the end of my dock, where I've moored my old but reliable motorboat. It's not as elegant as the "Aurora," but more than adequate for coastal diving trips.

      "A coral reef about two miles south," explains Layla, checking her diving gear. "It's still relatively healthy and doesn't show the same bleaching effects as the better-known reefs. Perfect for the comparison footage we need."

      It's been a week since we made our deal. The women have kept their word and helped me with renovating the marina. We've already repainted the main facade – a fresh blue that glows in the sunlight – and begun replacing the rotting planks on the dock. The replacement parts for the "Aurora" have been ordered, but it will take at least another week before they arrive.

      Today is the first day that Sophia and Layla can actually work on their documentary. And somehow I've been persuaded to accompany them.

      "You don't have to get in the water," says Sophia as we stow the equipment in the boat. "We need someone to stay with the boat anyway."

      "I'm a pretty good diver," I counter. "My uncle taught me. I know these waters."

      "Even better," says Layla with a radiant smile. "Maybe you know spots that we don't."

      I start the engine, and we glide out of the small bay into the open sea. The sky is cloudless, the water glittering in the morning sun like a thousand diamonds. Sophia sits at the bow, looking through her camera, occasionally capturing images of the coastline. Layla sits beside me at the helm, her face turned to the sea breeze, eyes closed, a contented smile on her lips. Now and then our arms touch, sending a small electric shock through my body each time. She doesn't seem to mind.

      "How long have you two been working together?" I ask to break the silence.

      "We've known each other since college," Layla answers without opening her eyes. "We lived in the same dorm. I studied marine biology, Sophia film studies."

      "She hired you as a scientific advisor?"

      Layla laughs softly. "Not exactly. We lost touch after college. I worked for an environmental organization in San Diego, Sophia tried to establish herself in L.A. Then we accidentally ran into each other at an environmental conference two years ago. She was dating Marcus at the time, and he was looking for new documentary topics."

      "So she recruited you."

      "Something like that. I quit my job to work on this project. A risk, but..." She opens her eyes and looks out to sea. "It feels right."

      We glide across the calm sea for about twenty minutes, then I slow the engine. "We should be close. The coral reefs begin here."

      Sophia comes to the back, her camera safely stored in a waterproof case. "Ready for diving?"

      We check our equipment, secure the safety lines to the boat, and drop backwards into the water one after another. The first contact with the sea is a refreshing shock, then the cool embrace of the water surrounds me. I adjust my regulator and dive deeper, following Layla, who swims ahead with practiced movements.

      I try to ignore the fact that both women are in skintight diving suits that perfectly showcase their model figures. But it's not that easy. It seems a bit as if they're deliberately swimming in front of me, wiggling their butts, which with every swimming movement really are an absolutely sexy sight.

      The underwater world is a completely different planet. The sounds of the surface disappear, replaced by the soothing bubbling of my oxygen bubbles. Sunbeams break through the water's surface like spotlights, showing the way to the reef. And then I see it—an explosive play of colors before us.

      The coral reef stretches out like an underwater city. Corals in all shapes and colors—branched structures in bright orange and red, massive brain corals in gentle purple, fan-shaped formations swaying gently in the current. Between them dart schools of fish in neon colors, constant, bustling activity.

      Layla excitedly points to a particularly colorful coral formation. Sophia swims closer to film it, her movements slow and controlled so as not to disturb the sensitive environment. I hang back a bit, simply enjoying the view. It's been years since I last dived, and I'd forgotten how calming it can be underwater.

      For about an hour, we explore the reef. Layla shows us various coral species and repeatedly makes hand signals pointing out fish, underwater plants, and all sorts of details that can be found down here. Sophia captures everything with her camera, occasionally turning to me, her eyes behind the diving mask full of enthusiasm.

      As our oxygen supplies run low, Layla signals that we should ascend. We swim slowly back to the boat, maintaining the necessary decompression stops.

      When we break the surface, I notice that the weather has changed. Dark clouds are gathering on the horizon, and the wind has picked up, causing uncomfortably high waves that slap against us.

      "We should head back," I say as we climb back into the boat. "Looks like a summer storm."

      "Can't we stay a bit longer?" asks Sophia, already checking the footage on her camera. "I need a few more surface shots."

      "It's not safe," I counter. "These storms can move in quickly and get pretty intense."

      "Just a few more minutes," she pleads, her gray eyes beseeching me.

      I sigh and look back at the clouds. "Five minutes. No more."

      Sophia beams and immediately begins capturing various angles of water reflections with her camera. Layla sits down beside me and starts organizing her notes.

      "She's always like this," she says with a smile. "When she's in creative mode, the world could end around her."

      "I get the feeling she generally does what she wants," I remark dryly.

      Layla laughs. "True. But that's also her strength. She doesn't give up, no matter what. When Marcus left us hanging, I was ready to throw in the towel. She wasn't."

      Before I can respond, a sudden gust of wind hits the boat, making it sway. On the horizon, a dark line is forming where the storm meets the sea.

      "Sophia! Time to go!" I call.

      She nods reluctantly and packs up her equipment. I start the engine, and we turn toward the coast. But the storm is moving faster than expected. Within minutes, the sky darkens, and raindrops begin pelting down on us.

      "Hold on!" I shout as the first big waves hit the boat. The rain intensifies, lashing at our faces as I try to maintain a course through the increasingly turbulent sea.

      Lightning flashes across the sky, followed by a crashing thunderclap. Sophia slips on the wet deck, and I instinctively reach for her, pulling her to me.

      "We can't make it back to the marina!" I yell over the howling wind. "I know a bay nearby—we'll seek shelter there until the storm passes!"

      I struggle with the helm, turning the boat southward, where I know a small, protected bay lies. Waves crash over the side of the boat, and I feel Sophia's hand grip my arm. Layla's face is pale, but she stays calm, helping to bail water out of the boat.

      After agonizing minutes, we reach the small bay. It's protected by offshore rocks that break the fury of the waves. I steer the boat into calmer water and drop anchor.

      "Made it," I sigh as the boat slowly settles, gently rocking in rhythm with the dampened waves.

      We're all soaked to the skin. Layla shivers slightly, and I pull a waterproof blanket from one of the boxes and wrap it around her shoulders.

      "That came out of nowhere," says Sophia, checking her camera. "Is the equipment okay?"

      "The equipment?" I shake my head in disbelief. "We could have capsized out there, and you're worried about the camera?"

      "Hey, this camera and footage are our livelihood," she defends herself, but then I see the mischief in her eyes. She sticks her tongue out at me, a surprisingly childish gesture that makes me laugh.

      The rain drums on the deck of the boat, but here in the bay, it's relatively quiet. We sit close together, sharing the blanket as we wait for the storm to pass. At first, the physical contact between the three of us made me uncomfortable, but they seem to have no qualms about touching me.

      "Thanks for the quick reaction," says Layla softly beside me. "That was impressive."

      "I grew up in these waters," I explain. "These summer storms are typical for the area."

      "A real sailor," teases Sophia, but leans closer to me. Her shoulder touches mine, her wet hair drips onto my arm. "My hero."

      Something in her voice makes me look at her. Despite the joke, there's an expression of genuine gratitude in her eyes. Our gazes meet, and for a moment I forget the howling of the wind and the swaying of the boat. I only feel her closeness, the weight of her body against mine, and an inexplicable urge to pull her closer.

      Then the boat suddenly rocks hard, and the moment is gone. Sophia slides away from me, laughing nervously as she holds onto the railing. The boat stabilizes again, and we now all sit at a safe distance from each other.

      But something has changed. A tension hangs in the air that has nothing to do with the storm. I see Layla looking back and forth between Sophia and me, a thoughtful expression on her face.

      The rain gradually subsides, and sunbeams penetrate through the breaking clouds. The storm moves on, leaving behind a freshly washed world and a strange, electric tension between us.

      "We should head back," I say, standing up to hoist the anchor.

      As I start the engine and turn the boat toward the marina, I can't help thinking that in these turbulent waters, more than just our boat has been driven in new directions. And I'm not sure if I'm ready for the course we're taking. But like the sea, the attraction between people has its own laws—wild, unpredictable, and sometimes overwhelmingly strong.

      When we arrive back at the marina, Layla and Sophia carry the equipment off the deck, and I help them as best I can to stow the heavy boxes. Afterward, I go to my apartment wanting to shower. The salt water on my skin already feels dry, and I'm undressing when there's a sudden knock at my door.

      Wearing only pants, I open it and Layla stands before me. She looks down at my bare chest, and there's a certain sparkle in her eyes that makes my heart beat faster. Before I can say anything, she's with me, pressing her lips to mine. Her kiss is gentle but demanding. With one hand, she closes the door behind her and then wraps her arms around me without breaking the kiss.

      I respond, playing with her tongue and pulling her closer to me. Her slender body feels just as wonderful as I expected.

      For a moment, I think about the consequences, about what Sophia might say about this and whether it would be a problem. But as Layla's fingers open the button of my pants, these thoughts quickly disappear from my consciousness.

      With a mischievous expression, she frees my cock from my pants and massages it between her fingers. Slowly, she slides down and when her lips close around my head, I can't help but moan. The feelings she elicits from me radiate through my entire body, and a pleasant heat spreads within me.

      I look down and see only her red hair, moving rhythmically and in circles. Lightning bolts of pleasure course through my cock as her tongue and mouth work their magic.

      After a few minutes, I can no longer hold back. I grab her, lift her up, and carry her into the shower. Again, she kisses me as I set her down. With my help, she pulls her top up, and at the sight of her firm breasts, another twitch overcomes me. Without thinking much, I bend to them, caress her nipples, which are already standing hard. Layla moans above me as I suck first one nipple, then the other, and knead her breasts with my hands.

      With one hand, I open her pants and slide my fingers between her legs. Moist heat awaits me there, and when I let one finger penetrate her, she moans. Louder than I would like, but at this moment we throw all caution to the wind.

      I wander further down with my kisses, exploring her flat stomach with my tongue until I arrive between her thighs. Her womanly scent fills my nostrils. Gently, I run my tongue between her legs, meeting her wet lips and diving deep.

      A salty, tangy taste enters my palate, and Layla trembles all over. Hastily, she grabs my hair, tries to guide me, to maintain control, but it doesn't take long before an orgasm rushes through her body. She shivers, whimpers, and presses herself into my face as she cums. I continue, letting my tongue repeatedly penetrate deep into her, circling her clit and tasting her pleasure.

      "Come..." she says and pulls me up. Simultaneously, I turn on the water, which now flows warm and soothing over our bodies.

      Now I see her in all her naked glory. My gaze travels along her body, admiring her graceful curves, her pert breasts, her flat stomach, and then she turns so that I see her perky bottom in front of me. Immediately, my cock twitches with joy.

      Layla looks over her shoulder, in her eyes a desire, a clear invitation without speaking it.

      I grab my cock, guide my pulsating head between her cheeks, and find her moist entrance. It's an incredible feeling when I finally penetrate her. She's tight. Her hot lips immediately wrap around my cock, virtually reaching for me and never wanting to let go. I look down and enjoy the sight of my thick cock disappearing between her cheeks and splitting her open.

      "Uhhh," she moans as I enter her. I grab her pelvis and push myself further into her, enjoying this moment of our union and the heat of her body. Then I thrust forward with my pelvis and conquer her with a hard jerk. It feels right, as if after a long journey I'm finally arriving where I belong.

      "Yess... uuhh... please... yaaa..." she whimpers as I start to thrust into her hard and relentlessly. Our bodies slap against each other, the warm water trickles over our bodies, and with my hands, I move up to her breasts, which I now knead firmly while thrusting hard into her.

      With each thrust, she moans louder. I notice how she cums, how her inner muscles twitch, how everything inside her contracts around my cock. Her knees want to give way, but I hold her firmly, support her, and continue to ram. Pleasure now rises higher and higher within me too, until I can't hold it back. My balls are filled to bursting, the pressure almost painful when I finally let go.

      Groaning, gasping, and thrusting into her as hard as I can, I cum. Long spurts of my pleasure shoot deep into her, and I keep ramming until nothing more comes.

      Glowing heat envelops us both. I bend to her neck, placing hot kisses on her skin, and she moans, eyes closed. I've probably never had such hot sex in my life. Layla is incredibly sensual, devoted, and submissive. Qualities I find absolutely appealing in a woman.

      "Oh God... that was so necessary... I knew right away that you'd be real fun," she whispers and then kisses me. She looks at me with her beautiful green eyes and giggles. Then she gives me another kiss, and for the first time in a long time, I feel something like happiness.

      But of course, it doesn't take long for doubts to arise. At the thought of Sophia, I feel a worried tug in my gut.

      "Layla... that was wonderful... but... do you think Sophia will take this well, with the two of us?"

      She just smiles at me and puts a finger to my lips.

      "Don't worry. We'll work it out somehow."
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            REVELATIONS UNDER THE STARRY SKY

          

        

      

    

    
      I clatter my grilling tongs against the beer bottle in my hand. "Hey, attention please!"

      Sophia and Layla turn toward me. They're sitting on the deck of the "Aurora," their faces tinted orange-red by the sunset. We've set up the grill on the aft deck, where rich people probably usually hold their cocktail parties.

      "The steaks are ready," I announce, placing the sizzling hot pieces of meat onto the waiting plates. "Medium-rare, as ordered."

      "My God, that smells amazing," Sophia groans, reaching for her plate. She takes a bite and rolls her eyes in pleasure. "Mmm... who would have thought our grumpy boat builder could cook too?"

      "I'm not grumpy," I defend myself half-heartedly as I sit down between the two women.

      "Yes, you are," Layla laughs, playfully bumping me with her shoulder. "At least you were when we arrived. Admit it."

      I shrug and cut a piece from my steak. "The marina was my retreat. And then you two came along and messed everything up."

      "For the better," Sophia adds with her mouth full.

      It's been two days since our diving trip and the storm. The replacement parts for the engine that arrived today are laid out in my workshop, ready to be installed tomorrow. We've spent the whole day repairing the section of the dock damaged by the storm and decided to celebrate the evening with an improvised barbecue on the yacht.

      The sky is slowly changing from orange to dark blue, and the first stars are appearing. The lights from the distant coast reflect in the calm waters of the bay. We're all a bit too clean for people who've been working all day – we've showered in the yacht's cabins, freshened up. An expensive boat like this has the convenience that the water runs even without a functioning engine.

      "Daniel?" Layla's voice pulls me from my thoughts.

      "Hm?"

      "I asked if you wanted another beer." She holds up the cooler.

      "Oh. Yes, thanks." I take the cold bottle and give her a smile.

      We eat in silence for a while, enjoying the food and the tranquility of the evening. When we're finished, we clear away the plates and lean back, relaxed. Sophia retrieves a bottle of whiskey from one of the cabins.

      "I've been saving this for special occasions," she says, pouring a finger's width into red plastic cups for each of us.

      "And what are we celebrating?" I ask as I accept my cup.

      "Life? New friendship? The fact that we didn't drown in the storm?" She shrugs, a mischievous smile on her lips. "Take your pick."

      We toast and sip the whiskey. It burns pleasantly in my throat. Night has fallen by now, and above us stretches a breathtaking sea of stars – so clear and bright away from the city lights, a sight rarely seen.

      "So," Sophia begins after a while, her voice slightly affected by the whiskey, "why did you really hide yourself away in this godforsaken corner, Daniel Pierce? And don't give me that 'I inherited a marina' stuff. You could have sold it."

      I stare into my cup. The question is direct, but not unkind. After a week of working closely together, it somehow feels right to reveal a bit more.

      "Was it because of what happened with the boat in Boston?" Sophia asks gently. Layla has evidently told her about our conversation.

      "Partly." I take a big swig. "After the trial, I was finished – financially, emotionally. My ex-wife Caroline couldn't handle it. We were already having problems, but that tipped everything over the edge."

      "What kind of problems?" asks Sophia. Layla gives her a reproachful look, but Sophia just shrugs. "What? This is an evening for revelations, isn't it?"

      I have to laugh, surprised by her directness. "It's okay. It was... Caroline had very clear ideas about life. Career planners, five-year goals, the whole program. When I told her about Uncle James's marina, she only saw a burden, a money-losing business. She wanted me to stay in Boston, take a job at a big shipyard."

      "But you didn't want that," Layla states.

      "I wanted my freedom back. After years of other people dictating what I should build and how I should build it, I wanted to make my own decisions again." I look out at the dark water. "Caroline said I was running away from my responsibilities, throwing away my career. Maybe she's right."

      "Bullshit," Sophia says emphatically. "You refused to build an unsafe boat and were punished for it. Then you decided to live by your own rules. That's not running away, that's integrity."

      Her words surprise me. Somehow, she's captured the heart of the matter without me seeing it so clearly myself.

      "And here you are," Layla continues. "With your own marina, free to do what you want."

      "With two filmmakers who've turned my quiet life upside down," I add, but I'm smiling.

      "You love it," Sophia teases, pouring us all another round.

      "Maybe," I admit. "And what about you two? What's your story?"

      The women exchange glances, a silent communication passing between them.

      "You tell it," Layla finally says to Sophia.

      Sophia sighs and takes a big gulp of whiskey. "Marcus Elliott. Big name in the documentary film scene in L.A. I worked as his assistant for four years before we got together. He promised to promote me, give me a chance."

      "Sounds familiar," I murmur.

      "For three years I waited, always with the prospect of getting my chance 'on the next project.' Then I ran into Layla at that environmental conference, and we developed the idea for the coral reef documentary. Marcus loved the concept, provided the budget, and finally my chance seemed to have arrived."

      She pauses, her face hardening. Layla places a hand on her arm.

      "Then he met Vanessa," Sophia continues. "Up-and-coming actress, ten years younger than me. Two weeks before we were set to begin shooting, he came home and announced that we 'needed a break.' The next day he moved out. A week later he called to say he was putting the coral project on ice – other priorities and so on."

      "What an ass," escapes me.

      "Exactly," Sophia nods. "So there I was – no boyfriend, no project, no future. Layla had already quit her job to work on the documentary."

      "So you 'borrowed' the yacht." I make air quotes.

      "He had given me the keys so I could prepare it for filming," Sophia defends herself. "Technically, I had permission to use it. The fact that he forgot to revoke that permission is his problem."

      "And he doesn't know where it is?"

      "He thinks it's still at Marina del Rey. A friend occasionally checks in and tells him everything's fine."

      I whistle softly through my teeth. "That's... brave."

      "Crazy," Layla corrects. "I thought she was crazy. But then she said: 'If we finish this documentary and it's a success, no one can stop us. We'll never be dependent on a man's whims again.'"

      "And you went along with it?"

      "I had nothing to lose," Layla shrugs. "Besides, I was tired of always being the cautious one. For once in my life, I wanted to be brave."

      We sit in silence, each lost in our own thoughts. The whiskey warms me from the inside, making my head slightly foggy. The stars above us seem to have grown even brighter.

      "Marcus will find out eventually," I finally say. "What then?"

      "We work as fast as possible," Sophia answers. "Once we have enough material, we'll edit the documentary and submit it to festivals. Once it's public, there's nothing he can do."

      "And if he finds out before then?"

      "Then we're screwed," she says simply and shrugs. "But at least we tried."

      Her attitude impresses me. She reminds me of myself before I became cautious, calculating, fearful after the trial in Boston.

      "You know," I say slowly, "I could help you speed this up."

      "What do you mean?" asks Layla.

      "The repairs on the yacht will take at least another week. But my boat is in good condition. You could use it for your diving trips. That way you won't waste any time."

      Sophia looks at me in surprise. "Would you really do that?"

      "On one condition," I say, holding up a finger. "I come with you. After what happened last time, I'm not letting you go out there alone."

      "Deal," Sophia says immediately and extends her hand to me.

      As our hands touch, she holds mine a moment longer than necessary. Our eyes meet in the starlight, and I feel again that electric tension between us that I haven't been able to forget since the storm.

      The night is warm, the whiskey in our blood even warmer. We continue talking, sharing stories from our past, laughing about embarrassing experiences, discussing our dreams. At some point, Sophia moves closer to me, resting her head against my shoulder. On my other side, Layla snuggles up, seeking warmth in the increasingly cool night air. So we sit there, under the endless sea of stars, three people thrown together by life.

      "It's strange," Layla mumbles, half-asleep. "Two weeks ago, we didn't even know you. And now..."

      "Now?" I ask softly.

      "Now it feels like we're exactly where we should be," Sophia completes the thought.

      I look at the two women leaning against me, and out at the glittering sea. For the first time in years, I no longer feel alone, no longer running from something. Instead, it feels like I'm running toward something – something I can't quite grasp yet, but something much bigger than I could have ever imagined.

      "You might be right," I whisper, more to myself than to them. "Exactly where we should be."
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            CONFLICT AND CONSEQUENCES

          

        

      

    

    
      I'm standing waist-deep in the engine compartment of the "Aurora," struggling with a particularly stubborn valve. The replacement parts that arrived last week don't fit perfectly, and I've been trying to adapt them since morning. Sweat runs down my forehead, and my fingers are oil-stained and scraped.

      "Damn piece of junk," I mutter as the wrench slips for the third time.

      Suddenly, I hear the crunch of tires on gravel in the driveway. Probably Sophia and Layla returning from shopping, I think. They're not filming today, but using the time to get supplies and review footage. I focus back on the valve, give it one last determined twist, and finally it seats properly.

      "Got it," I sigh with relief and wipe the sweat away with my sleeve.

      As I climb out of the engine compartment and straighten up on the yacht's deck, I spot a stranger walking along the dock toward the boat. A tall man in an expensive suit who, despite the heat, doesn't seem to be sweating at all. He's wearing designer sunglasses and has a face that looks too self-assured to be likable.

      My stomach tightens. Somehow I instinctively know who this is.

      "Can I help you?" I call out as I wipe my hands on a rag.

      The man stops at the end of the dock and removes his sunglasses. His eyes are cold and obviously evaluating me from head to toe.

      "This is my boat," he says, his voice calm but with an underlying tone that immediately raises the hair on the back of my neck. "I'm Marcus Elliott. And you apparently have no idea who you're dealing with."

      I slowly step off the yacht onto the dock and move toward him. In my worn jeans and oil-stained t-shirt, I feel inferior to his immaculate appearance, but I don't let it show.

      "Daniel Pierce," I introduce myself and offer him my hand, which he ignores.

      "Where are they?" he asks, his gaze sweeping across the marina.

      "Who?"

      His eyes narrow. "Don't play dumb. Sophia and her redheaded friend. I know they're here."

      "They're not here," I answer truthfully. "Shopping."

      Marcus snorts and pushes past me to inspect the yacht. He climbs aboard and looks around, his face darkening with each obvious sign of damage he discovers.

      "What the hell have they done to my boat?" he spits through clenched teeth.

      "It had engine problems," I explain as I follow him aboard. "And issues with the sail. I'm in the process of repairing it."

      "You?" He laughs humorlessly. "You don't look like a professional boat mechanic."

      "I'm a boat builder," I reply, annoyed by his condescending manner. "I've built and repaired more boats than you've ever owned."

      Marcus ignores my comment and descends into the cabin. I follow him, watching him rummage through Sophia and Layla's personal belongings, their clothes, their equipment. It feels like an invasion of their privacy, and I restrain myself from physically stopping him.

      "You don't have the right to show up here and go through other people's possessions," I say instead.

      "Other people's possessions?" He turns to me, his eyes flashing with anger. "This is MY boat. Paid for with MY money. And this equipment?" He gestures toward the camera equipment in the corner. "Also financed by me."

      "For a project you promised to support," I counter. "And then you left them hanging, right?"

      He narrows his eyes. "You have no idea what you're talking about. Sophia is a talented assistant, but she's not a director. This project was doomed from the start."

      "I see it differently. I've seen her work—it's brilliant."

      "Oh?" Marcus's mouth twists into a condescending smile. "And what are you now—her new protector? Her knight in shining armor?" He steps closer, his voice becoming quieter, more dangerous. "Did she lure you into her bed too, with those big gray eyes and stories about her artistic ambitions? That's her trick, you know."

      Something boils over inside me. I step forward, suddenly very aware that I'm taller than he is. "You should leave now."

      "I'm not going anywhere without my boat," he retorts. "And I'm going to report Sophia and her little friend for theft."

      "The boat isn't seaworthy," I say firmly. "As a professional, I cannot allow it to be moved in its current condition. It would be dangerous and illegal."

      "Professional?" He laughs mockingly. "In this run-down shack? You can't stop me, Pierce. Do you know who I am? I have lawyers who eat guys like you for breakfast."

      "I know exactly who you are," I say calmly. "A rich guy who thinks money gives him all the rights in the world. Well, not here. This is my marina, and I decide which boat goes and which stays. And I say this boat isn't going anywhere until it's repaired."

      Our confrontation is interrupted by the sound of an approaching car. We both turn toward the dock and see Sophia and Layla getting out of the car, shopping bags in hand. They haven't noticed us yet.

      Marcus's face twists into a triumphant smile. He pushes past me and marches across the deck, down the dock toward the women. I follow him quickly.

      "Marcus?" Sophia's face pales as she recognizes him. The shopping bags slip from her hands and fall to the ground. Oranges roll across the gravel.

      "Hello Sophia," he says, his voice now dangerously soft. "Surprised?"

      Layla stands frozen beside Sophia, her eyes wide with shock.

      "What are you doing here?" asks Sophia, her voice deliberately controlled.

      "Are you serious?" His fake smile disappears. "You steal my yacht and ask what I'm doing here? Did you really think I wouldn't find out?"

      "I didn't steal it," says Sophia, standing up to her full height. "You made it available to me for filming. Nothing has changed about that."

      "Nothing changed?" His voice gets louder. "We broke up! The project was stopped!"

      "Stopped by you," Sophia throws back, her own voice now also raised. "Unilaterally, without discussion. We had a deal, Marcus. You strung me along for four years. 'On the next project,' 'soon it will be your turn'—and when I finally had my chance, you took it away from me because your dick found a new, younger playground!"

      Marcus's face darkens with rage. He takes a threatening step toward Sophia. Instinctively, I position myself between them.

      "That's enough," I say firmly. "You won't threaten anyone here."

      "Out of the way, mechanic," growls Marcus. "This is between me and my ex."

      "It's over, Marcus," says Sophia from behind me. "Take your damn yacht when it's repaired. But the film footage belongs to me."

      "Oh no," he laughs joylessly. "You get nothing. I'm going to report you for theft. And embezzlement. And who knows what else. I'll make sure you never get another job in this industry."

      "Do what you can't resist," she challenges him, although I can see her hands trembling. "But I will finish this documentary. With or without your permission."

      Marcus shakes his head, a cold smile on his lips. "Still the same naive Sophia. Do you really think you'll get away with this? You're nothing without me. Nothing!"

      "She has more talent in her little finger than you have in your entire body," Layla suddenly says, her voice surprisingly firm. "You just used her, stole her ideas, kept her down."

      Marcus gives her a contemptuous look. "Stay out of this, little one. You're just an appendage."

      "She's a brilliant marine biologist and an important part of this documentary," I interject. "Unlike you, she actually contributes something valuable."

      Marcus looks back and forth between the three of us, his anger obvious, but also a spark of uncertainty in his eyes. He probably hadn't expected united resistance.

      "This is ridiculous," he hisses. "I'm going to the police now to file a report. And then I'm calling my lawyers. From this day forward, you'll regret having crossed me."

      He turns and takes a few steps toward his parked car, a gleaming black SUV that looks completely out of place in the modest surroundings of the marina. Then he pauses and turns around once more.

      "You know, Sophia, I felt sorry for you," he says, his voice now calmer, more calculating. "I didn't want to destroy you. But now..." He leaves the sentence unfinished, shakes his head, and continues walking.

      The silence he leaves behind feels like the calm before the storm. I turn to Sophia and Layla. Sophia's face is a mask of anger and fear. Layla stands beside her, her hand firmly clasped around Sophia's arm.

      "He can't hurt us, can he?" asks Layla quietly.

      Before I can answer, Sophia suddenly moves. With three quick steps, she's next to me, grabs my face with both hands, and pulls me down into a kiss that completely takes me by surprise. Her lips are soft, but demanding, almost desperate. I'm so surprised that I freeze for a moment before instinctively responding and returning the kiss, my hands finding her waist and I enjoy exploring her feminine curves. Immediately, a jolt runs through my body and internally I want so much more from her than just this kiss. But now is not the moment for that.

      When we separate, her gray eyes are dark and inscrutable. "Thank you," she whispers. "For everything."

      I stand there, speechless, my heart hammering in my chest. From the corner of my eye, I see Layla watching us with a strange expression—not jealous, more... thoughtful, with a gentle smile on her lips.

      "He'll be back," I finally say, my voice rougher than intended. "With the police, probably."

      "Then we should be prepared," says Sophia, taking a step back, her professional facade restored, though there's a slight tremor in her voice.

      "What can we do?" asks Layla, bending down to collect the scattered groceries.

      I think for a moment. "The yacht is indeed not seaworthy—that wasn't a lie. I can draw up an official expert assessment about it. That will at least hold him off for a while."

      "And the footage?" asks Sophia, her eyes wide and concerned.

      "We'll secure it. Right now," I say determinedly. "Make backups of everything. Then we'll hide the originals in a safe place."

      Both women nod, a new determination in their movements. While Sophia hurries to the car to get the hard drives, Layla helps me collect the remaining groceries. As we bend down for an orange, our hands touch. She pauses and looks at me.

      "Is everything okay between us?" she asks softly.

      I'm surprised by her question. "Of course. Why wouldn't it be?"

      She shrugs, her gaze evasive. "Because of what just happened. With Sophia, I mean."

      "Oh." I feel myself blushing. "That was... I don't know what that was."

      "She does impulsive things sometimes," says Layla with a small smile. "Especially under stress."

      "And... does it bother you?" I ask carefully, suddenly unsure about the dynamics between the two women.

      Layla holds my gaze for a moment, her green eyes inscrutable. "No," she finally says. "It doesn't bother me. On the contrary. We're all adults, and Sophia has certain needs too."

      She winks at me, and before I can ask what exactly she means by that, Sophia returns, her arms full of hard drives and memory cards. We carry everything into the house as the sun slowly sinks in the sky.

      I know this is just the calm before the next storm. Marcus Elliott is not the type to simply accept defeat. He will return, with reinforcements, with a plan. But strangely, I don't feel anxious or worried. Instead, I feel a long-lost determination rising within me, a fighting spirit I had lost in Boston.

      As I help the two women secure their valuable data, I realize that over the past few weeks, I've done more than just renovate a run-down marina. Somehow, Sophia and Layla have repaired something in me that I didn't even know was broken. And for that, I will fight, no matter what comes.
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            NIGHT WHISPERS

          

        

      

    

    
      As I lie in bed at night, I find it difficult to calm down. Although the waves gently rush in the background and I normally fall asleep extremely quickly, my thoughts still circle restlessly over today's events.

      About the confrontation with Marcus Elliott and about the kiss with Sophia. And of course about the wonderful experience with Layla in the shower. My life, which until recently was so monotonous and boring, is suddenly characterized by passion, drama, and intense feelings for two women who couldn't be more breathtaking.

      I worry that I will probably lose both of them in the not-too-distant future. At the latest when Sophia finds out that I have something going on with Layla, she will be hurt, and if Marcus follows through on his threats, we all face completely different problems.

      The small bit of happiness we've built here stands on very shaky legs, and it's time I admit that to myself and don't harbor false hopes.

      Suddenly my door opens, and I expect Layla to have sneaked in to join me. In the darkness, I can only make out a dark figure approaching my bed, and as she stands before me, I recognize Sophia.

      "Sophia?" I ask, and now I see that she's wearing only a nightgown, which she pulls over her head at this very moment. As she now stands naked before me, my jaw drops. Her large breasts are every man's dream, along with her slender waist and athletic legs. Everything about this woman stirs up my inner feelings.

      "Surprised to see me?" she whispers and looks at me with her characteristically confident grin.

      "Uh... I... uhh..." I stutter, feeling as dumb as I have in a long time.

      "Should I perhaps leave?" she asks with one hand on her hip and raising an eyebrow.

      Now I find my voice again.

      "No," I say.

      "But... there's something you should know."

      Sophia waves dismissively.

      "About the thing with Layla? I've known about that for ages."

      "And... you don't have a problem with it?"

      "No. We both wanted you from the first day. It was just a question of time until the ice would be broken. Layla was simply faster. But now it's my turn."

      She gives me a meaningful grin and comes to my bed. She positions her legs to the left and right of me. Then she bends down toward me and gives me a long, deep tongue kiss while rubbing her pelvis against me. My cock is already standing hard upward and twitches with each of her touches. With my hands, I move over her back, stroke her smooth skin, and find her breasts, which I knead with pleasure.

      But I immediately notice that Sophia is different from Layla. She's more assertive and shows me right away what she wants from me.

      Quickly, she has pulled down my shorts, exposed my cock, and guides it between her legs. She raises her pelvis and then, very slowly, lets me slide into her.

      I see her close her eyes in satisfaction and exhale softly.

      "Oh fuck... this is hot," she murmurs.

      "Your cock is so hot," she presses out and begins to ride me with bobbing movements.

      "Oh fuck... yeah... I've needed this for so long..." she purrs, and the bed beneath us creaks tellingly.

      She sits up straight, and I can now see her breasts in all their glory. With each movement, they bounce up and down. Sophia takes my hands and guides them to her breasts. Then she squeezes, showing me what to do. I obey and massage her breasts as she rides me. I gently twirl her nipples, eliciting ever deeper moans from her.

      I have to restrain myself from coming immediately. The sight of this absolute thoroughbred woman makes me incredibly aroused.

      She rides me faster and faster, and I feel, deep inside her, how her muscles tense. She reaches down to my chest muscles, holds onto me, and throws her hair back.

      "Oh yes... ohhh yeaaah... uuuuhhh..." she suddenly moans and cums with a tremendous orgasm. She trembles, groans, and lets herself sit down on me with her full body weight. It feels incredible to be buried inside her to the hilt and to feel the waves of her pleasure rushing through her.

      She bends down, kisses me like someone drowning, and then pulls me to the side.

      "Come on, now I want you on top. I want you to fuck me," she says, and quickly she's beneath me, and I'm between her thighs.

      I enter her with a powerful thrust, making her moan, and then begin with hard, deep thrusts. Sophia moans and spurs me on even more. I still have to hold myself back so hard from cuming immediately that I'm nearly going crazy.

      This woman truly has a fire and power I've never experienced before. She pulls me down to her breasts, and I suck and lick them. With her fingers, she plays through my hair, then pulls me further up to her neck, where I place hot kisses on her skin. Simultaneously, she wraps her thighs around my hips and pulls me firmly toward her again and again.

      "Fuck me... ohh yeah... please..." she purrs, and spurred on even more by this, I intensify my thrusts. With slapping sounds, I ram into her, making the whole bed shake. Soon, neither of us cares about being quiet anymore. Uninhibited, we moan out our arousal until we both reach the climax.

      Everything in my lower abdomen contracts as I start to spurt. Sophia cums too, and together we move against each other until we're covered in sweat all over. Breathless and completely sweaty, I come to rest on top of her.

      We enjoy this moment, which feels as if we're melting together. I notice her twitching, hear her breathing, feel her racing heartbeat that only slowly becomes calmer again.

      "That was incredible," she says, and we kiss.

      As she pulls the blanket over both of us and we fall asleep together, I realize that these two women have thoroughly shaken up my entire life. Nothing is as it once was, and I'm beginning to take real pleasure in it.
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      The sun hasn't risen yet, but I've been awake for an hour already, sitting on the dock with a cup of coffee in hand. The water before me is calm and reflects the slowly brightening sky. It's unusually quiet—no wind, barely any bird sounds, as if the world is holding its breath.

      Three days have passed since Marcus's visit, and contrary to our fears, he hasn't returned with the police. No lawyers, no threatening letters, nothing. This silence disturbs me more than an open confrontation would.

      "Up early?"

      I turn my head and see Layla coming barefoot across the dock toward me. She's wearing baggy pajama pants and an oversized t-shirt that probably belongs to Sophia. Her red hair is tousled from sleep, and she's still rubbing her eyes.

      "Couldn't sleep," I answer and slide over to make room for her.

      She sits down beside me, letting her legs dangle over the water's edge. We're silent for a while, sharing my coffee, watching as the first ray of sunlight appears over the horizon and transforms the water into liquid gold.

      "Do you think he's given up?" she finally asks.

      I shake my head. "Guys like Marcus don't just give up. He's planning something."

      "I fear that too."

      Silence again, but not uncomfortable. Over the last few days, we've been working feverishly—I on repairing the yacht, Sophia and Layla on their footage. They've made several dives with my small boat, bringing back amazing film material. Yesterday they worked late into the night on editing, while I assembled the final parts of the engine.

      "Daniel?"

      "Hm?"

      Layla hesitates. "What happens when the yacht is finished? When we leave?"

      The question hits me harder than expected. I had tried not to think about how empty the marina would feel when they're gone. How quiet. How lonely.

      "At least then you can return to your peaceful existence. No annoying filmmakers disturbing your peace anymore," she says and smiles crookedly, but I don't feel like laughing.

      I look deep into her eyes before saying: "You know it's not like that."

      I sigh and look out at the water. "What should I say, Layla? You both have a life, a career that leads you elsewhere. I have... this marina."

      "It doesn't have to be that way," she says softly.

      Before I can ask what she means, we're interrupted by the sound of another person on the dock. Sophia approaches us, already fully dressed, her camera in hand. Unlike Layla, she looks perfectly rested, full of energy despite the early hour.

      "Good morning, early birds," she greets us with a smile. "Beautiful light for filming."

      She takes a few test shots of the sunrise, then sits down with us, on my other side. So we sit, the three of us at the end of the dock, our shoulders lightly touching, watching the day awaken.

      "I worked through the night," Sophia says after a while. "The first twenty minutes of the documentary are fully edited."

      "What? When did you sleep?" Layla asks, concerned.

      Sophia waves it off. "Later. This was more important." She turns to me. "I'd like to show it to you. Get your opinion."

      "Of course," I say, touched by her trust. "I'm not a film critic, but⁠—"

      "You're honest," she interrupts me. "That's what I need."

      For a long moment, we look into each other's eyes. Since our hot night together in my bed, we haven't talked about what it meant, if it meant anything at all. The urgency of the situation with Marcus and the work on our projects have given us a convenient excuse to ignore it. But now, in the quiet dawn, I feel that electric tension between us again.

      "The yacht is almost finished," I say, directing my gaze back to the horizon. "Another day or two of work. Then you can continue on. Where are you heading next?"

      "We've talked about that," Sophia answers. "After the situation with Marcus, it might not be a good idea to continue traveling with his yacht. That would make us too easy to find."

      "We thought about leaving it here and renting a different boat instead," Layla adds. "Something less conspicuous."

      "Good idea," I agree, although the thought of the "Aurora" remaining in my marina as a silent reminder doesn't particularly please me. "I know some people in Key Largo who might be able to help you."

      "Or..." Sophia takes a deep breath, exchanges a glance with Layla. "Or we stay here."

      I blink in surprise. "Here?"

      "Just for a while," she explains quickly. "There's still a lot of material we could film in the waters around your marina. And your boat is ideal for our purposes. If... if you don't mind us staying longer."

      I feel my heart beating faster. The thought that they might stay fills me with unexpected joy. But I don't want to read too much into it.

      "You're welcome to stay as long as you want, of course," I say, trying to keep my voice neutral. "The guesthouse is at your disposal."

      "That's not all," says Layla, placing her hand on my arm. "We have a proposal."

      I look back and forth between the two women, their faces now serious and determined.

      "While you've been working on our boat, we've been thinking about the marina," Sophia begins. "It has enormous potential, Daniel. With some investment, it could become a thriving business again."

      "I know," I sigh. "But I don't have the capital for major renovations. The repairs we've made were what I could afford."

      "What if we invested?" Layla asks directly.

      I look at her in surprise. "You? But I thought you had no money⁠—"

      "The documentary is almost finished," Sophia interrupts me. "I sent a preview to a few festivals last night, and the reactions were... overwhelming."

      "A major environmental film festival in San Francisco wants to show it as their opening film," Layla explains with a beaming smile. "And the director of a marine conservation program has already asked if we could produce more documentaries for them."

      "That's fantastic," I say sincerely. "I'm happy for you."

      "There's just one problem," Sophia continues. "We'd need a permanent base for production. Somewhere with access to the sea, a place for editing, for living..." She leaves the sentence hanging meaningfully in the air.

      "You want to... stay here? Permanently?" I ask incredulously.

      "We would invest in the marina," says Layla. "Finance the necessary renovations, turn it into a functioning business foundation. You could build boats again, Daniel. We could film from here."

      "A partnership," Sophia summarizes. "In equal shares. If you're interested."

      I'm speechless. Of all the possible scenarios I've imagined for the marina's future, this wasn't among them. The idea of bringing this place back to life, designing and building boats again, while Sophia and Layla produce their documentaries—it sounds too good to be true.

      "You barely know me," I finally say. "Why would you do something like this?"

      "We know you well enough," Sophia counters. "You helped us when you had nothing to gain. You defended us when Marcus came. You gave us a safe place when we needed one."

      "Besides..." Layla hesitates, for a moment almost shy. "It's not just about the marina. It's about... us. All three of us."

      The meaning of her words slowly sinks in, and I feel my heartbeat accelerate. "All three?" I repeat, unsure if I understand correctly.

      "It's complicated," Sophia admits. "And maybe a little unconventional. But in the last few weeks, something has developed between us—between you and me, between you and Layla..."

      "And between Sophia and me," Layla adds quietly. "We have feelings for each other, have had for a long time. But we've also developed feelings for you."

      I look back and forth between them, trying to process what they're suggesting. "You mean..."

      "We don't have to rush anything," Sophia says quickly. "We can take it slow, see how it develops. But yes, both of us... we've talked about it and found that we feel similarly. For you."

      The sincerity in their eyes takes my breath away. I never thought that two such extraordinary women could be interested in someone like me, let alone in a relationship that's so different from anything I know. And yet it feels strangely right, as if the puzzle pieces of my life are finally fitting together.

      "I don't know what to say," I confess.

      "You don't have to say anything now," says Layla, gently squeezing my arm. "Think about it. About everything—the marina, the partnership, us."

      "But we have to warn you," Sophia adds with a smile. "We're both pretty persistent when we want something." With these words, she leans toward me and gives me a kiss, while Layla runs a hand over my pants, caressing my swelling erection.

      "And I think you know what we both want..." says Layla, then also gives me a deep kiss.

      I can't help but grin, overwhelmed by everything. The rising sun bathes us in golden light, and this day feels better to me than anything has in a long time.

      I'm about to respond when I notice a white envelope wedged under a stone at the end of the dock. It must have been placed there while we were sleeping.

      "What's that?" asks Sophia as I pick it up.

      I open the envelope. Inside is a single sheet of paper with the letterhead of a well-known law firm from Miami. I skim the contents, then read it again to make sure I'm not misunderstanding.

      "It's from Marcus," I say slowly. "He's... he's transferring the ownership rights of the 'Aurora' to Sophia. And he's waiving all claims to your film material."

      "What?" Sophia snatches the paper from my hand, her eyes widening as she reads. "That can't be. It must be a trick."

      "There's a handwritten note here," I notice, pointing to the bottom corner of the sheet.

      Sophia reads it aloud: "'I've seen your work. It's good. Better than anything I would have done. Prove me wrong. – M.' He must have seen the preview I sent out..."

      "Can you believe this?" Layla asks incredulously.

      "Honestly, no," I answer. "But it's a legally binding waiver, signed and notarized. He seems to mean it."

      We sit there, speechless at this unexpected turn. After all the tension, the fear of retaliation, this sudden resolution feels almost surreal. But perhaps it's exactly what we need—a clean break, a fresh start.

      "So," Sophia says after a while, carefully folding the paper. "Looks like we just won a ship. What now?"

      I look out at the glittering water, then at the two women beside me. The morning sun illuminates their faces, making Sophia's dark eyes shine and Layla's red hair glow like fire. In this moment, I realize that my life has developed in a completely unexpected direction—and I couldn't be happier about it.

      "Now," I say, taking their hands in mine, "we build something new. Together."

      "Pierce's Marina sounds boring," Sophia muses aloud. "How about 'Coral Point Productions and Marina'?"

      "Or simply 'Dreamers' Point,'" suggests Layla, a mischievous smile on her lips.

      "Whatever we call it," I say, squeezing their hands, "it will be our home."

      As the sun rises higher, ushering in a new day, we still sit at the end of the dock, three people who have embraced the unexpected. Before us stretches the sea, endless and full of promise. Behind us, the marina, waiting for rebirth. And between us, a bond that has become stronger than anything we could have achieved individually.

      In the end, this old, dilapidated marina wasn't the retreat I had been looking for. It was the starting point of a journey that is just beginning. And with Sophia and Layla by my side, for the first time in a long time, I'm ready to set sail and see where the wind takes us.
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      When an inheritance comes with unexpected benefits, four hearts discover that the strongest shelters are built by hand.

      Marcus never expected much from his estranged Uncle Ray—certainly not a sprawling beach house on North Carolina's picturesque Outer Banks. A Seattle-based game developer accustomed to solitude, Marcus plans to sell the property and return to his orderly life. But faced with mounting costs, he reluctantly decides to take in housemates.

      Enter Sophia, a high-powered attorney on forced sabbatical with secrets she's reluctant to share; Riley, a free-spirited marine biologist whose research specimens have an uncanny ability to escape; and Vanessa, a disciplined personal trainer launching her own brand with unwavering determination.

      Three women. Three bedrooms. One unexpected complication: Marcus finds himself drawn to each of them for entirely different reasons.

      When Hurricane Nina barrels toward their coastal refuge, the four strangers must trust each other with their lives. In the storm's aftermath, boundaries blur, feelings intensify, and Marcus faces an impossible choice—unless there's a way to choose them all.

      A sweet contemporary romance about finding connection in life's unexpected detours, Coastal Arrangement explores what happens when conventional relationships no longer apply and the heart refuses to follow the rules of inheritance.
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