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      Four Hearts in the Storm. Sometimes it takes a hurricane to find what you're truly seeking.

      

      In the idyllic Pierce's Marina, Daniel, Sophia, and Layla have created their own paradise. But when mysterious storm researcher Tessa enters their lives with the approaching hurricane, their delicate balance begins to falter.

      While the storm ravages the coast, Tessa discovers more than just scientific data – beneath the property lies an ancient tunnel system that she's determined to explore at any cost. Between lashing rain and roaring waves, not only doubts grow, but also unexpected feelings.

      What is Tessa really looking for? And are Daniel, Sophia, and Layla ready to open their hearts to a fourth person whose secrets run deeper than the tunnels beneath their marina?

      Join Daniel in this sensual adventure about hidden truths, unexpected passion, and the courage to face the storm – in all its forms.

      Adult Harem Romance.

      Approx. 17,000 words.
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            CLOUDS ON THE HORIZON

          

        

      

    

    
      I open my eyes before the alarm rings. Sunlight streams through the open windows of our boathouse, bathing everything in a golden glow. Sophia lies beside me, her dark hair fanned out on the pillow. She's still asleep.

      This moment belongs to me. The marina awakens slowly—the gentle clinking of rigging in the morning breeze, the soft lapping of water against the piers. I carefully turn toward Sophia and brush a strand of hair from her face. She smiles, still half-asleep, and opens her eyes.

      "Morning, boat builder," she murmurs, stretching like a cat.

      "Morning, filmmaker," I reply, kissing her bare shoulder.

      She turns to me, wraps her arms around my neck, and pulls me down. Her lips are warm and soft. What begins as a gentle morning kiss quickly becomes more. We have time—the marina isn't going anywhere, and the boats can wait.

      "Do you think Layla's up yet?" she asks between kisses.

      "Probably been at the reef for hours," I say. Layla is always the first to wake up. Our scientist can never wait to get into the water.

      Sophia laughs softly, her hands traveling down my back. "Then we have the house to ourselves."

      We lose ourselves in each other for the next half hour. It's still a wonder to me—this new life, this unusual relationship I never thought possible. A relationship that began six months ago when two women with a broken yacht sailed into my lonely cove and turned my life upside down.

      Later, I stand on the main house terrace, coffee mug in hand, looking out over our little marina. It's no longer the dilapidated junkyard I inherited from my uncle. The piers are new, the boathouses freshly painted, and the first customers have moored their boats here. Coral Point Productions—our joint venture—has been more successful with the reef documentary than we ever dreamed.

      Layla comes running up the pier, her wetsuit pulled down to her waist, face flushed from the morning dive.

      "The corals on the north side are recovering!" she calls out before even reaching the terrace. Her eyes shine with excitement. "The transplants seem to be taking. We absolutely need to film this, Sophia will⁠—"

      She stops short as Sophia wraps her arms around my waist from behind and rests her head on my shoulder.

      "Sophia will what?" she asks, grinning at Layla.

      "You'll flip when you see how well the corals are growing," Layla says as she climbs the last few steps. She gives me a quick kiss, then Sophia, before pouring herself some coffee. So simple, so natural. As if we've never lived any other way.

      The day unfolds like most days here—working on boats, planning shooting days for the next documentary, welcoming a potential client who wants to dock his sailboat here. But around noon, I notice Sophia repeatedly glancing at the sky.

      "What's wrong?" I ask while organizing tools in the boat workshop.

      "The clouds," she says, pointing east. "They look strange."

      She's right. Dark cloud mountains are building on the horizon, looking as if they've been drawn with ink.

      My satellite phone rings. It's Rick from the Coast Guard, an old friend of my uncle's.

      "Daniel, did you get the storm warning?" His voice sounds tense.

      "What storm warning?"

      "Hurricane Eliza has gained strength. Category 4, heading straight for your cove. Evacuation has been ordered within the next 24 hours."

      I swallow hard. Everything we've built is at stake.

      When I hang up, Sophia and Layla are standing in front of me, their faces silently asking for news.

      "We've got a hurricane on a collision course," I say. "Coast Guard is ordering evacuation."

      Sophia immediately shakes her head. "We can't leave. Not after everything we've put into this place."

      "The marina is storm-proof," Layla says. "Your uncle built it to withstand hurricanes."

      They're right. My uncle built the main house on massive pillars, high enough to withstand even the worst storm surges.

      "So we stay," I say, feeling determination replace fear. "But we have a lot to do."

      The next few hours are a whirlwind of activity. We secure boats, move equipment to the upper floors, lock down windows. We haul ashore the few guest boats and lash them down. The marina empties as everyone else flees inland.

      The sun sets, and the wind is already picking up. We're exhausted but satisfied with our preparations when an unfamiliar vehicle drives down the access road—a rugged SUV loaded with equipment.

      "Are you expecting someone?" Sophia asks, wiping sweat from her brow.

      I shake my head and walk toward the vehicle.

      A woman steps out, tall, with short windswept blonde hair and intense green eyes. She wears practical clothing—cargo pants, weatherproof jacket—and radiates a self-confidence that's immediately noticeable.

      "Is this Coral Point Marina?" she asks, casting an appraising glance at the sky. "I'm Tessa Reynolds, oceanographer from the Parker Institute. My accommodation was evacuated, but I need a place to monitor the storm. According to my data, this location is perfectly positioned."

      Sophia steps beside me, her posture tense. "You want to stay here during a Category 4 hurricane to... do what exactly?"

      Tessa smiles briefly. "My job. I'm a storm researcher working on a new prediction model. This hurricane has unique characteristics." She gestures to her vehicle full of equipment. "I have everything we might need—generator, satellite communication, emergency supplies."

      "We know you," Layla suddenly says, stepping forward. "You're the scientist who claims conventional hurricane tracking systems are flawed."

      Tessa raises an eyebrow. "Not flawed. Incomplete. And you are?"

      "Dr. Layla Martinez, marine biologist. I've read your work on deep ocean currents."

      Lightning flashes on the horizon, followed by distant thunder. The wind tugs at our clothes.

      "We should continue this discussion inside," I say, pointing to the main house.

      Sophia gives me a look I recognize—she's not thrilled about our unexpected guest. But she nods.

      "Of course. Come in, Dr. Reynolds."

      "Tessa," our visitor corrects as she lifts a heavy equipment bag from the car. "If we're going to weather a hurricane together, we can dispense with formalities."

      I take the bag from her, surprised by its weight. Our hands briefly touch, and something in her gaze makes me pause—a mixture of determination and something I can't quite interpret.

      As we walk to the house, I have no idea that this stranger will bring not only the storm to our cove, but also a storm into our carefully balanced lives. And none of our prediction models could have prepared us for that.
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      The morning after Tessa's arrival begins early. The sun is just creeping over the horizon, but the air already feels strange—too still, too heavy, like a held breath.

      I look at Sophia sleeping beside me. Her lips are slightly parted, the sheet wrapped around her waist. Last night she was tense about our unexpected guest. I understand—we've created our own little paradise here, and suddenly there's a stranger changing the dynamic.

      I slip out of bed and pull on shorts. Through the window, I see Tessa already standing on the pier, absorbed in her tablet. The early risers club, I think with a smile.

      In the kitchen, I'm surprised to find Layla making coffee. She's wearing just an oversized t-shirt, one of mine. Her slender, tanned legs catch my eye as I enter the kitchen. I stop for a moment, taking in the view.

      "Good morning," I say, stepping behind her, placing my hands around her waist and kissing her neck. She leans back against me.

      "Our guest is already up," she murmurs, turning in my arms. "She's set up her equipment everywhere."

      "Is that a problem?"

      Layla shrugs, a noncommittal smile on her lips. "She's fascinating. Her work is controversial but brilliant. I'm just not sure it was wise to have a stranger in our... particular arrangement."

      I brush a strand of hair from her face. "It's only for a few days. And we don't have to explain anything to her."

      "Nothing to explain?" Layla laughs softly. "Daniel, even if the three of us slept in different rooms—which we don't—it would be obvious that we're more than business partners."

      She's right. Our relationship isn't something that's easily hidden. And honestly, I don't want to hide it.

      "Maybe I don't care what she thinks," I say, pulling Layla closer. The coffee is forgotten as she rises on her tiptoes and kisses me. Her lips, minty fresh from toothpaste, also carry a hint of her unique flavor—an intoxicating mix that never fails to leave me weak at the knees.

      "You're impossible," she whispers against my lips, but her hands under my t-shirt tell a different story.

      We stumble against the kitchen island, and for a moment I forget everything—the approaching storm, our guest, the work ahead of us. There's only Layla, her body pressed against mine, her hands roaming over my bare skin.

      Only the sound of the terrace door makes us pull apart. Tessa stands in the doorway, tablet in hand and a surprised expression on her face.

      "Oh, sorry," she says, hesitating. "I just wanted... coffee."

      Layla blushes slightly, but instead of moving away, she simply turns and pours a third cup as if nothing happened. "Milk? Sugar?"

      Tessa enters, her eyes resting briefly on me before going to Layla. "Black, thanks. I won't disturb you for long, just wanted to check some data."

      "Don't worry," I say, handing her the cup Layla filled. "We're not usually so... well."

      "Unprofessional?" Tessa's lips quirk in a subtle smile. "No need to apologize. You're in your own home."

      Something in her tone makes Layla look up. "So you know?"

      "That the three of you are together?" Tessa takes a sip of coffee. "It wasn't hard to notice. The way you move, how you interact. It's... interesting."

      "Interesting," I repeat. "That's a diplomatic response."

      She shrugs. "I don't judge other people's life choices. Besides, it increases my chances of survival."

      "What do you mean?" Layla asks.

      "Three people who are so in tune with each other have better odds of handling a crisis than quarreling individuals." Tessa gestures with her tablet toward the outside. "And we're definitely getting a crisis."

      The sky has darkened, though it's early morning. The palm fronds are already bending in the strengthening wind.

      "We should secure the other boats," I say. "I'll wake Sophia."

      Tessa nods. "Good idea. I'll help you. My measuring devices are installed and sending data."

      As I go upstairs, I hear Layla and Tessa beginning a conversation about storm predictions. Sophia is no longer in bed but standing in the shower. Through the glass door, I can see her blurred silhouette. For a moment I consider joining her, but decide against it. We have too much to do today.

      "The wind is picking up," I say as she comes out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around her body. "Tessa is already up and about."

      Sophia slightly grimaces. "Of course she is. She's spread her equipment everywhere."

      "You don't like her."

      "I don't know her," Sophia corrects, dropping the towel to get dressed. I can't help but admire her body—the gentle curves, the strong legs from countless dives. "But her reputation precedes her."

      "How so?"

      She slips into her shorts and grabs a sports top. "She's stirred one controversy after another. Has angered some big names in her field. Some call her brilliant, others a fraud."

      "And what do you think?"

      Sophia pulls a t-shirt over her head. "I think she has an agenda. And I wonder if it's coincidence that she ended up here of all places."

      Her words make me take notice. "You think she came to us deliberately?"

      "I think we should be careful."

      We go downstairs together, where Layla and Tessa are already making plans.

      We spend the next few hours securing the remaining boats. Tessa proves surprisingly hands-on for an academic. She ties sailor's knots like an old salt and knows the vulnerabilities of various boat types. Despite Sophia's skepticism, we work efficiently together.

      As we secure the last boat, Layla makes a surprised sound. "What are you doing over there?"

      I follow her gaze. Tessa is kneeling at the edge of our property, where the ground transitions into a small cliff leading to the water. She has a strange device in her hand that she's inserting into the ground.

      "Soil samples," Tessa calls back without looking up. "For my measurements."

      Layla frowns and walks over to her. I follow, with Sophia in tow.

      "Those aren't ordinary soil measurement devices," says Layla as we get closer. "Those are seismic sensors."

      Tessa sighs and stands up. "Yes, they are."

      "Why are you installing seismic sensors for a hurricane?" Sophia asks sharply.

      Tessa looks between the three of us, then out at the sea where dark clouds are swallowing the horizon. "Because I believe there's something special beneath this marina. A geological formation I've been tracking for a long time."

      "You're not just here for the hurricane," I state.

      "Not just, no." Tessa's expression becomes serious. "But I haven't lied. I am a storm researcher, and this hurricane is important for my work. It's just... it also gives me access to something I've wanted to study for a long time."

      "Which is?" Sophia asks, her voice cool.

      "A subterranean karst cavity. A cave formation that possibly runs directly beneath us. It could explain why hurricanes in this region often take unpredictable turns."

      Layla stares at her incredulously. "You believe an underwater cave influences hurricane paths?"

      "I believe it affects the temperature stratification of the water, which in turn influences the energy a hurricane can absorb." Tessa draws herself up to her full height. "Listen, I understand your skepticism. But my data could also be useful for your work. Your documentaries about coral reefs—wouldn't they benefit from insights into the geological foundations beneath the reefs?"

      Sophia crosses her arms. "You could have said this from the beginning."

      "And you would have immediately sent me away," Tessa counters. "Strangers don't normally let someone examine their property for geological anomalies."

      She's not wrong. I can see Layla wavering between curiosity and distrust. The scientist in her is fascinated by Tessa's theory, even if she's skeptical.

      "We have more important things to do now," I finally say. "The storm is coming, and we need to be prepared. After the hurricane, we can talk about your research."

      Tessa nods slowly. "Fair enough."

      We head back to the house, and I can feel the tension between the women. It feels like the calm before the storm—and not just the meteorological one.

      When we reach the main house, Sophia and Layla retreat to check supplies. I linger outside a moment longer to check on the boats.

      Tessa joins me on the terrace. The salty air whips around our ears, and I can already feel raindrops on my face.

      "They don't trust me," she says quietly. "I understand that."

      "You didn't tell us the whole truth."

      "No." She looks out over the water. "But that doesn't mean I lied."

      There's something captivating about her presence. Maybe it's the way she stands, leaning into the wind, or the intensity in her eyes as she watches the approaching storm.

      "How did you become a storm researcher?" I ask, more to change the subject than out of genuine interest.

      Her gaze softens. "I grew up on the Oregon coast. When I was twelve, a violent storm destroyed our home. We had no warning—the forecasts had underestimated it."

      Tessa looks thoughtfully out to sea as the wind strengthens.

      "After the storm," she continues, "we lived in an emergency shelter for months. I was angry—not at the storm itself, but at the fact that no one saw it coming. The meteorologists had classified it as harmless."

      She brushes a wind-tousled strand of hair from her face.

      "The shelter had a small library. I devoured every book about meteorology I could find. At first out of defiance, then out of genuine fascination. By fourteen, I'd built my first weather station in the garden of our new home."

      A faint smile crosses her face.

      "My parents supported me, though they probably thought it was just a phase. But I stuck with it. Studied meteorology, then oceanography. During my doctoral work, I began to take interest in the anomalies—the storms that didn't behave as they should."

      She turns to me, and her eyes shine with an intensity that surprises me.

      "Most scientists focus on the atmosphere when studying hurricanes. But I believe the key often lies beneath the water's surface. The interaction between ocean currents, temperature layers, and the geology of the seabed. That's why I'm here."

      A particularly strong gust of wind makes us both flinch. The palms bend ominously.

      "We should go inside," I say, pointing to the increasingly dark clouds. "It's about to really begin."

      Tessa nods, but her eyes linger on the horizon for a moment. "This storm will be different," she murmurs, more to herself than to me.

      As we enter the house, I sense that something about her story doesn't quite add up. Not necessarily untrue, but incomplete—like a puzzle with missing pieces.

      Inside, Sophia and Layla are sitting at the kitchen table, bent over a map. They look up as we enter, and in Sophia's eyes I recognize that she has similar thoughts to mine.

      The storm isn't our only concern. And as the wind continues to pick up outside, the tension in our refuge grows as well.
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            THE STORM BREAKS LOOSE

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake to the howling wind. The window vibrates in its frame as if it might shatter any moment. Outside it's gloomy, though my watch already shows eight. Sophia isn't beside me anymore—probably already up checking on everything.

      Getting out of bed, I feel every muscle from yesterday. Securing the boats has left its mark. I pull on shorts and a t-shirt and head downstairs.

      In the living room, Tessa sits before her laptop, blonde hair tied in a messy knot. She wears a simple tank top that accentuates her toned shoulders. As a storm researcher, she clearly doesn't spend all her time in front of screens.

      "Morning," I say, and she looks up, her green eyes focused and clear despite the early hour.

      "It's coming faster than expected," she says without preamble, turning the screen toward me. "Wind speed increased overnight. We have maybe four hours before it really hits."

      "Where are Sophia and Layla?"

      "In the kitchen. Taking inventory of supplies."

      I nod and continue on. In the kitchen I find Sophia writing something on a list while Layla sorts canned goods. The sight of the two—Sophia in her cut-off jeans showing her long legs, and Layla in a fitted t-shirt—gives me that feeling of happiness again. Even in a crisis, they're breathtaking.

      "Generator's fully fueled," I say. "Should last three days."

      Sophia puts down her clipboard and comes to me, gives me a quick kiss. "Satellite connection is unstable. We might be completely cut off soon."

      "Tessa says the storm is accelerating."

      Layla turns around, her forehead creased. "Is she sure? The official reports said⁠—"

      "The official reports are wrong," interrupts Tessa, appearing in the doorway. "My sensors show changed water temperatures. The hurricane gained energy overnight." She glances briefly at her tablet. "We should finish the remaining outdoor work now. It's going to get worse quickly."

      Sophia's expression darkens slightly—she doesn't like when someone else takes control. Still, she nods. "We should secure the emergency boat and bring in the outdoor equipment."

      We split up. Sophia and Tessa take the main house, while Layla and I head to the boathouse. The wind is already pulling at our clothes, and the sky has taken on a disturbing greenish tint.

      "I don't like this," says Layla as we secure the emergency boat with additional lines. "This storm feels wrong."

      "Tessa's measurements or your intuition?"

      "Both." She tightens a knot. "See the cloud formation? That's not a normal pattern."

      I follow her eyes. She's right—the clouds look twisted, as if moving against the natural wind direction.

      A loud bang from the main house makes us both jump. Without hesitation, we run back. On the way, the first heavy raindrops pelt us.

      Arriving at the house, we see that one of the shutters has come loose and is flapping wildly in the wind. Sophia stands on a wobbly ladder trying to reattach it, while Tessa holds the ladder steady.

      "Sophia!" I rush to them. "It's too dangerous. Come down!"

      "Almost done," she calls against the wind. Her dark hair whips about her face, and her hands struggle with the stubborn shutter.

      Suddenly a gust catches the ladder, and for a terrible moment I think she'll fall. Tessa reacts lightning-fast, stabilizing the ladder and supporting Sophia with a hand on her back.

      As soon as the shutter is secured, Tessa helps Sophia down. For a brief moment, the two women stand very close together, their faces only inches apart. I can practically feel the tension between them—not just distrust, but something more complicated.

      "Thanks," Sophia says curtly, and Tessa just nods.

      We hurry into the house just as the rain begins to pour down in torrents. My shirt sticks to my skin, and I can't help but notice how Tessa's tank top has become almost transparent from the wet, clinging perfectly to her athletic figure. I force myself to look away.

      "We need to get the last equipment from the pier," says Tessa, wiping rain water from her eyes. "My measuring instruments⁠—"

      "Forget it," Sophia answers sharply. "It's too dangerous."

      "This data could save lives!"

      "Your life is worth something too!"

      The two stare at each other, and I see Layla glancing back and forth between them.

      "I'll get them," I offer. "I know the pier better than anyone."

      "Not alone," Tessa says immediately.

      Layla steps forward. "I'll come with you."

      "No," Sophia and I protest simultaneously.

      "I'm going with Daniel," Tessa says resolutely. "My equipment, my risk."

      Before anyone can protest further, she grabs a rain jacket from the hook and throws a second one to me.

      Sophia looks like she wants to object, but then she just nods. "Be careful. At the first sign it's getting too dangerous⁠—"

      "We'll come back," I assure her and kiss her quickly. I can feel her tension, her worry. "Promise."

      Tessa and I fight our way through the lashing rain to the pier. The wind is so strong that we have to hold onto each other to avoid being knocked over. Her hand grips my arm, strong and sure.

      Arriving at the pier, we see that waves are already washing over the planks. Tessa's equipment stands in a waterproof case at the end of the pier.

      "Stay behind me," I call against the storm. The pier sways beneath our feet, the wood slippery from the rain.

      We make it to the case and I lift it up—heavier than expected. As we turn around, I see a particularly large wave rolling toward us.

      "Down!" I shout and pull Tessa down with me, the case between us. The wave breaks over us, soaking us completely. As the water drains away, I see that part of the pier has broken off—our direct path back is blocked.

      "We need to go over the rocks," says Tessa, pointing to the rocky shore area next to the pier.

      Together we struggle over the slippery stones. I hold the case with one hand while the other supports Tessa. Halfway there she loses her footing and slips. I react instinctively, dropping the case and grabbing for her. We fall together, landing hard on the wet rock. She lies half on top of me, her body warm despite the cold wetness, her lips only inches from mine. For a crazy moment I forget the storm, caught in her intense gaze.

      "The data," she murmurs, breaking the spell. Thankfully, the case has remained intact.

      With combined effort we finally make it back to the house. Sophia and Layla are already waiting anxiously at the door.

      "You idiots!" calls Sophia, but her voice breaks with relief as she pulls us both into her arms simultaneously. She's typically more reserved with her affections, especially not in front of strangers, but fear has broken through her usual reserve.

      Inside, they help us out of our soaked clothes. I notice Sophia's gaze as Tessa takes off her jacket and underneath, the wet shirt clings to her body. It's a complex look—a mixture of assessment, perhaps a hint of admiration, and definitely some distrust.

      Tessa disappears briefly and returns in dry clothes—tight jeans and a fresh t-shirt, apparently from her luggage. Sophia hands me dry clothes, and as I change my shirt, I feel Tessa's fleeting glance on my upper body.

      "The satellite connection is gone," says Layla, working on Tessa's laptop. "And the power will probably go soon."

      "The generator is ready," I assure her.

      A loud crash makes us all jump. Through the window, we see a tree at the edge of the property falling.

      "It's blocking the access road," Tessa notes.

      "Not our biggest problem right now," Sophia replies. "As long as it doesn't fall on the house."

      The storm steadily increases in intensity. The shutters rattle in their anchors, and the house groans under the wind gusts. The air is filled with a strange tension, as if nature itself is holding its breath before striking.

      "We should move the most important things upstairs," I say. "In case of storm surge."

      We spend the next hour carrying everything valuable to the second floor—laptops, hard drives with film footage, important documents. The tension is palpable, amplified by the howling wind and drumming rain.

      When we finish, a sudden eerie calm spreads. The wind dies down, the rain lightens.

      "The eye," says Tessa quietly. "We're in the eye of the storm."

      We step onto the covered veranda to observe the bizarre spectacle. The sky above has cleared, while all around stands a wall of black clouds.

      "It's beautiful," whispers Layla. "In a frightening way."

      "How long?" asks Sophia, looking at Tessa.

      "Maybe twenty minutes. Then the second half comes."

      Sophia nods and then turns to me. "Can we talk? Alone?"

      She leads me to the study and closes the door behind us. There's something in her eyes that immediately alarms me—an intensity I know well.

      "What's wrong?" I ask.

      Instead of answering, she pulls me to her and kisses me hard, her hands on my neck. I'm surprised but respond immediately. Her kisses are demanding, almost desperate.

      "I was so afraid," she whispers against my lips. "When you were on the pier..."

      "We're okay," I reassure her, my hands on her hips.

      "I know." She looks me directly in the eyes. "It's just... I see how you look at her."

      The honesty of her words surprises me. "Sophia..."

      "No, let me finish." She places a finger on my lips. "I'm not jealous. Not really. It's more complicated." She pauses, searching for words. "I see how you look at her, and I understand it. She's brilliant and strong and damn attractive. But I also see how she looks at you. And maybe even how she looks at Layla."

      I want to say something, but she shakes her head.

      "It's not about what you feel or don't feel. It's about us being in the middle of a hurricane, with a woman we barely know, and suddenly everything feels like it could explode. Not just the storm."

      Before I can answer, she pulls me to her again. This kiss is different—slower, deeper, with a meaning that words can't express. Her hands wander under my shirt, and I feel my own arousal growing.

      Without thinking, I lift her up and set her on the desk. Her legs wrap around my hips, pulling me closer. The outside world disappears—the storm, the danger, Tessa—everything reduces to Sophia, to her lips on my neck, her hands impatiently tugging at my clothes.

      We couple fiercely and with near desperation atop the desk. Her long legs hold me tight, her nails dig into my back. With each thrust I anchor myself more in her, feel her, taste her. She moans, trembles, and is caught by a climax that also reaches for me. My heart races, and like a drowning man, I seek her lips, kiss her until everything subsides and reality returns.

      When we finish, she rests her forehead against mine, her breathing still heavy. "Don't forget what we have," she whispers. "No matter what comes."

      "I will never forget, don't worry," I answer.

      A tremendous thunderclap interrupts the moment. The eye of the storm has passed, and the second, often fiercer half begins.

      We hastily straighten our clothes and return to the others. Layla gives us a knowing look, a small smile on her lips. Tessa, meanwhile, is completely focused on her measuring devices, which she keeps running despite the power outage.

      "It's getting worse," she says without looking up. "Wind speed is increasing again."

      As if she'd summoned it, a massive gust hits the house. A crash makes us all jump. Through the windows, we see one of the large palm trees snapping.

      "We should go to the stairwell," I say. "It's the most stable part of the house."

      We gather blankets, water, and some snacks and barricade ourselves in the central staircase. The storm now rages at full force. The noise is deafening—a constant howling, interrupted by bangs and crashes as things outside topple or fly away.

      Layla leans against me, her hand seeking mine. I squeeze it reassuringly. Sophia sits on the other side, her shoulder against mine. Tessa crouches across from us, her face half in shadow in the dim light of the emergency lamp.

      The storm howls like a living creature, angry and unpredictable. Hour after hour we sit there, barely speaking, just listening to nature's fury. Eventually Layla falls asleep on my shoulder, exhausted from the tension.

      I observe Tessa in the dim light. She sits awake, arms wrapped around her knees, gaze fixed on nothing. It's hard to believe we met this woman only two days ago. Somehow it feels like she's been part of our lives longer—an element that stirs everything up like the storm outside.

      When she notices my gaze, she smiles slightly—a genuine smile, not the professional mask she usually wears. In this one, unguarded moment, I see something in her that touches me deeply: a vulnerability she normally hides well.

      Sophia notices this exchange, and I feel her hand resting on my thigh—not possessively, but more... thoughtfully. When I look at her, she glances between Tessa and me, and in her eyes is an expression I can't quite interpret.

      Outside, the storm continues to rage, but here inside, in this small space, something else is brewing—something equally powerful, equally unpredictable.
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            IN THE EYE OF THE STORM

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake with stiff limbs. My back protests after hours on the hard stair step. Sophia and Layla have fallen asleep leaning against me, their warm bodies the only pleasant thing about this uncomfortable night. Tessa's spot across from us is empty.

      Carefully, so as not to wake the women, I free myself from their embrace and stand up. My neck muscles crack as I turn my head. My watch shows it's just after six. The sounds of the storm have changed—no longer a raging roar, but a steady, deep rushing.

      I climb the stairs and enter the living room. A weak, ghostly light filters through the closed shutters. Tessa stands at the window, having opened one of the shutters a crack, looking outside. Her profile is silhouetted against the grey light—the straight nose, the full lips, thoughtfully drawn together. In the half-darkness, she looks as if carved from marble.

      "How bad?" I ask, and she turns to me.

      "Not good." She steps aside so I can see through the gap.

      Water. Water everywhere. The lawn in front of the house is flooded, the seawater at least half a meter high. Further out, I can see waves lashing over the pier.

      "Storm surge," I say. "As feared, but not at this height."

      "It's still rising," says Tessa, closing the shutter again. "Your uncle built well. The pillars are holding."

      "How much longer?"

      She pulls her tablet from her pocket. "The core of the storm has almost passed us. But we'll still get the backside. Probably until this evening."

      I rub my tired eyes. "The others are still sleeping."

      "Let them," Tessa says quietly. "They need the rest."

      She's right. Sophia and Layla were tense to the point of exhaustion last night. Every minute of rest will do them good.

      "Coffee?" I ask, heading to the kitchen.

      Tessa follows me. "I'd probably kill someone for a cup of coffee right now."

      The gas stove still works, thank God. As I set water to boil, I observe Tessa from the corner of my eye. She's tied her hair in a loose knot, individual strands falling into her face. Without makeup and in her casual clothing—simple jeans and an oversized sweatshirt—she looks younger, more vulnerable. Still, she radiates a natural beauty that continues to surprise me. It's not the polished perfection of a model, but something rawer, more authentic.

      "You didn't sleep," I note, as I fill two cups with instant coffee.

      She shrugs. "Old habit. I never sleep during storms."

      "Professional interest or fear?"

      A small smile flits across her lips. "Both? I just can't switch off during storms. Too many variables, too much data."

      When the water boils, I pour it into the cups. Our fingers briefly touch as I hand her one. An insignificant contact that still sends a small electric shock through my arm.

      We sit at the kitchen island, sipping our coffee in silence. Hardly any light comes through the shutters, and the emergency lamp on the table bathes everything in a soft, golden glow. It feels strangely intimate.

      "How did you end up here?" Tessa suddenly asks. "Not just in this marina. But... with them."

      The question surprises me, but she doesn't sound judgmental, only genuinely interested.

      "It wasn't planned," I say, smiling at the memory. "Sophia and Layla came with a broken yacht. They needed help with repairs. They only intended to stay a few days."

      "And then?"

      "Then..." I pause, searching for words that could summarize our complicated history. "Then we realized we all wanted the same thing. A fresh start. To build something. And somehow... it just fit."

      She nods slowly, her eyes thoughtful. "They're very different. Sophia and Layla."

      "That's part of what makes it work."

      "And it does work? Really?"

      I look directly at her. "It's not always easy. But yes, it works."

      Tessa holds my gaze, her green eyes searching. "You're a lucky man, Daniel."

      "I am," I say sincerely.

      A sound from the stairs interrupts us. Layla appears in the doorway, her black hair tousled from sleep, her olive skin still slightly flushed from the warmth of sleeping. She wears an oversized t-shirt—mine, I recognize—that barely covers her thighs. Even sleepy and disheveled, she's breathtaking.

      "I thought I smelled coffee," she mumbles, rubbing her eyes.

      I stand up to pour her a cup. As I hand it to her, she leans briefly against me, her body warm and soft from sleep.

      "How's it looking?" she asks after taking a sip.

      "Storm surge," Tessa answers. "The water is rising."

      Layla nods, suddenly wide awake. "The equipment in the basement..."

      "Shit," escapes me. We actually left some of her measuring devices for coral research in the basement room.

      "I'll go check," I say, putting down my cup.

      "Not alone," Layla says immediately. "I'm coming with you."

      "Me too," Tessa adds. "If the water has already gotten in, you'll need help."

      The basement stairs lead down from the laundry room. From the top, I can already see water seeping under the door. When I open it, a surge of cold water rushes toward me, ankle-deep.

      "Damn it," Layla curses beside me.

      We wade down the stairs. The water now reaches halfway up my calves. Layla's measuring devices are on shelves that are fortunately high enough, but some boxes of accessories are already underwater.

      "We need to bring everything upstairs," says Layla, wading to the shelves.

      Together we begin salvaging the equipment. Tessa proves surprisingly strong—she lifts heavy boxes without effort. Her clothes are now soaked and clinging to her. The sweatshirt, initially oversized, now traces every curve of her body. I force myself to concentrate.

      "Behind you!" Tessa suddenly calls, and I turn just in time to see one of the upper shelves giving way. A heavy metal box slides down.

      I jump forward and catch it, immediately feeling a sharp pain in my shoulder. Water splashes as I regain my balance.

      "Daniel!" Layla is instantly at my side, her hands on my arm. "Are you okay?"

      "Just strained," I say through gritted teeth. "Nothing broken."

      Tessa carefully takes the box from me. "This needs to go upstairs. Right now. The water is rising too quickly."

      We manage to save the most important equipment before the water gets too high. As we drag the last boxes upstairs, the water is already hip-deep. My shoulder throbs painfully, but I ignore it.

      In the laundry room, we encounter Sophia, who stands sleepily in the doorway. Her eyes widen when she sees us soaked.

      "What the hell have you been doing?" she asks, her gaze moving from my pain-contorted face to our drenched clothing.

      "Saving Layla's equipment," Tessa explains, while wringing out her dripping wet pants. "The basement is under water."

      Sophia comes to me immediately, her hands on my face. "You're hurt."

      "Just a strain," I wave off. "Nothing serious."

      She doesn't look convinced but nods. "You need to get out of those wet clothes. All of you."

      In our bedroom, Sophia helps me out of my soaked shirt. Her fingers are gentle as she examines my shoulder.

      "You idiot," she murmurs affectionately. "Always the hero."

      "It's really not that bad," I assure her, though every movement hurts.

      She shakes her head, then leans forward and gently kisses my shoulder. "Layla will freak out when she sees this."

      "Then let's not show her."

      Sophia laughs softly, then becomes serious again. "The water is still rising. What if it reaches the ground floor?"

      "The house stands on ten-foot pillars. The storm surge won't rise that high."

      "Are you sure?"

      I'm not, but I nod anyway. "We're safe up here."

      When we return downstairs, Layla and Tessa have also changed. Layla now wears a pair of my boxers and another of my t-shirts—a sight that makes me smile despite the situation. Her long, slender legs seem endless beneath the oversized shirt. Tessa has apparently borrowed something from Sophia—sweatpants and a sweatshirt, both a bit too big for her, which somehow makes her appear softer.

      "We need to get an idea of how bad it is outside," says Tessa, pointing to the shutters. "I need current data."

      Together we carefully open one of the shutters on the upper floor. The sight takes our breath away.

      Our marina is barely recognizable. The piers are almost completely submerged, only the posts still protruding from the water. The boats we so carefully secured pull at their lines like captured animals. The boathouse where we set up Layla's lab stands in water up to its roof.

      "My samples," Layla whispers beside me, her voice trembling slightly.

      Instinctively, I put my arm around her, pull her close to me. She buries her face in my uninjured shoulder. I feel her tears through my shirt.

      "We'll rebuild everything," I promise her. "It's just stuff. Replaceable."

      "Some of the coral cultures aren't," she says quietly. "Years of work."

      Sophia steps to her other side, strokes her hair. "We'll start over. Together."

      Tessa stands a bit apart, her face a mask of concentrated professionalism. But I see the brief glance she gives us—a mixture of admiration and something that almost looks like longing.

      "The wind is dying down," she notes, looking out the window. "That's the first good news."

      "How much longer?" asks Sophia.

      "Hard to say without complete data. But I estimate we've weathered the worst. Now we just have to wait for the water to recede."

      We spend the rest of the day upstairs, monitoring the water through occasional glances from the window. It rises more slowly but eventually reaches the first steps of the veranda. The ground floor remains dry, if only just barely.

      Outside, it gets dark early. The generator provides us with power for the emergency lamps, but we save it whenever possible. We sit together in the semi-darkness, sharing canned meat and crackers that Sophia retrieved from the emergency rations.

      "Tell me more about your research," says Layla to Tessa, while putting tuna on a cracker. "These underwater caves—why are they so important for hurricanes?"

      Tessa's face lights up. It's the first time I've seen her truly enthusiastic. "The basic idea is that these karst formations create natural channels that can bring deep water to the surface. This colder water affects the surface temperature, which in turn can change how a hurricane absorbs energy."

      Her eyes sparkle as she speaks, her hands moving animatedly to illustrate her points in the soft glow of the lamp. I watch as Layla leans forward, captivated by Tessa's enthusiasm. Even Sophia, initially skeptical, is now asking questions.

      "If your theory is correct," she says, "could you predict hurricane paths more accurately?"

      "Not just that," Tessa replies. "We might possibly even develop strategies to mitigate their effects. Imagine if we could enhance the natural cooling of the water to drain energy from a storm."

      "That sounds almost too good to be true," notes Sophia, but her tone is no longer dismissive, just thoughtful.

      "The best scientific breakthroughs often sound that way," says Layla, and I see her and Tessa exchange a brief, understanding glance—a connection between two scientists accustomed to others' skepticism.

      I observe the three women in the subdued light. As different as they are, in this moment something connects them—a shared curiosity, a respect for knowledge. Sophia with her cool intelligence and keen eye for detail; Layla with her passion for the sea and everything that lives in it; Tessa with her intense determination and scientific fire.

      The sight of these three extraordinary women, gathered in my house while the storm rages outside, fills me with a strange feeling of happiness. Even in this crisis, surrounded by destruction, there's something special here.

      As the evening progresses, the conversation becomes more personal. We share storm stories—Tessa from her childhood in Oregon, Sophia about a tropical storm that once destroyed her film footage, Layla about a sailor who was lost in a storm and whom she helped rescue.

      The atmosphere becomes more relaxed, perhaps aided by the emergency whiskey I found in one of the cabinets. We sit in a circle on the living room floor, since the couch is downstairs.

      Eventually, Layla leans tiredly against me, her head heavy on my shoulder. The tension of the past few days, the fear for her work, is taking its toll. Her eyes keep closing, and finally she falls asleep, her breath steady and warm against my skin.

      "She's exhausted," Sophia whispers, gently stroking Layla's hair.

      "We all are," I say softly. "We should sleep."

      Since we have the bedroom with the largest mattress downstairs, we improvise upstairs. Sophia and I carry the sleeping Layla into one of the guest rooms and carefully lay her on the bed.

      "I'll stay with her," Sophia tells me. "You should rest your shoulder."

      "I'm okay."

      "No, you're not. You wince with every movement." She places her hand on my cheek. "Rest. I'll take care of her."

      I finally nod and kiss her softly. "Good night."

      In the hallway, I encounter Tessa just coming out of the bathroom. Her hair is damp; she's apparently washed her face. Without makeup, in the dim light of the emergency lamps, she looks younger, more vulnerable.

      

      "Everything okay?" she asks.

      "Layla's asleep. Sophia's staying with her."

      She nods understandingly. "You should sleep too. Your shoulder..."

      "It's not that bad," I say automatically, though it does hurt.

      Tessa smiles slightly. "You're a bad liar, Daniel."

      We stand in silence for a moment in the half-dark hallway. I'm acutely aware of her proximity, the faint scent of her shampoo, the way the weak light models her face.

      "Tessa..." I begin, unsure of what I actually want to say.

      She shakes her head slightly. "Not now. Not while all this is happening." She vaguely gestures outside, where the storm still howls. "Good night, Daniel."

      She turns and disappears into the second guest room, leaving me alone in the hallway with thoughts I shouldn't have and feelings I can't place.

      In the third guest room, I lie down on the narrow mattress and stare at the ceiling. The storm drums on the roof, a steady, almost hypnotic rhythm. My shoulder throbs in time, a painful reminder of the day.

      I think of Sophia and Layla, now lying together in another room. Of Tessa, separated from me by only a thin wall. Of our marina, underwater. Of all we might have lost.

      At some point, just before sleep overtakes me, I hear my door quietly open. Light footsteps approach the bed. I open my eyes and see Layla standing beside the bed.

      "Can't sleep," she whispers. "Sophia can't either. She'll be here soon."

      Sliding into bed beside me, her body warm and familiar. Her arm carefully lays across my chest, avoiding my injured shoulder.

      "Is this okay?" she asks softly. "I know it's cramped..."

      In response, I pull her closer to me. "More than okay."

      Shortly after, the door opens again, and Sophia enters. Without a word, she slides to my other side, her body fitting perfectly against mine as if it had waited its entire life for this.

      "Stupid beds are too small," she mumbles into my uninjured shoulder.

      I lie between them, their warm bodies nestled against mine, and feel the tension of the day slowly dissolving. Despite the raging storm, despite our precarious situation, despite everything—in this moment, I feel completely safe and secure.

      Then I feel Layla's hands on me. Purposefully they find what they're looking for, and I moan. Sophia kisses me, and I let myself go, reaching for her and pressing her breasts together until she moans. Layla positions herself over me, sits on me, and as I enter her, we both moan deeply. The warmth and wetness are incredible. We move against each other, Sophia continues to kiss me and presses her breasts into my face, enjoying how I attend to her nipples.

      In the semi-darkness, I see Sophia lean toward Layla and kiss her breasts, sucking on them as Layla places her hand in Sophia's hair. The sight of the two women making love in front of me makes me so hard that I hold my breath. Suddenly Layla twitches, her insides vibrating on me, and she holds a hand over her mouth to keep from screaming with pleasure.

      Sophia removes her hand, replacing it with her mouth and taking a deep tongue kiss from Layla, who savors this climax of her pleasure for seconds while I'm still inside her. As she calms down, she lies on top of me, her lips seeking my mouth. As if in a dream, I notice the two women changing positions.

      "Come," says Sophia, pulling me to her as she lies on her back and maneuvers me between her legs. Instinctively I know what I want. With a fluid but hard motion, I enter her. She sighs, her fingers digging into my back, and I thrust. The sight of Sophia letting go, her normally hard shell breaking, is incredible. She drops all inhibitions, gives herself completely to me, and I get a glimpse of the true, vulnerable Sophia, which I claim for myself like a precious jewel and give her as much love as I can. With hot kisses to the hollow of her neck, I conquer her further, harder, faster, until she cums beneath me.

      Layla lies beside me, her hand between her thighs. Her expression is full of warmth, lust, and desire. As my own climax comes, my fingers find her center, and she cums as well.

      All three of us merge together with loud moans. Sweaty, hearts pounding, and deeply satisfied, we come to rest. We cuddle together, and without anyone needing to say anything, we know we're happy in this moment that belongs entirely to us.

      With this feeling, I drift into sleep, the scent of Sophia's hair in my nose, Layla's breath warm on my neck, and the knowledge that together we can survive anything—even a hurricane.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          

      

    

    







            BATTLE AGAINST THE FLOOD

          

        

      

    

    
      A dull rumble wakes me. For a moment, I'm disoriented—the narrow bed, the unfamiliar room. Sophia and Layla still lie snuggled close to me, their warm bodies the only familiar thing in this chaos. Outside, the wind howls, but differently than yesterday—deeper, more threatening.

      As I carefully sit up, my shoulder protests with a stabbing pain. Sophia opens her eyes sleepily. Even tousled from sleep, with slight shadows under her eyes, she's breathtaking—her olive skin shimmering in the gray morning light, her full lips slightly parted.

      "What's wrong?" she whispers.

      "I don't know. Something's not right."

      Before she can answer, our door flies open. Tessa stands in the doorway, already fully dressed, her face a mask of controlled panic.

      "We have a problem," she says without preamble. "The water is rising faster than expected. It's already coming through the floorboards downstairs."

      Layla's head shoots up, immediately wide awake. "What?"

      We jump out of bed and follow Tessa down the stairs. Water shimmers between the wooden floorboards of the living room, already forming small puddles. With each heartbeat, they seem to grow larger.

      "This isn't normal," I say. "The house stands on pillars, the water shouldn't..."

      "The current has washed away the ground beneath the house," Tessa explains. "The pillars are still standing, but the foundation is unstable. Water is coming through the gaps."

      Sophia utters a soft curse. "What can we do?"

      Tessa looks at each of us in turn, her blonde hair tied in a tight knot at the nape of her neck, her face determined. Clad in rugged attire, she radiates a competent authority that feels reassuring even in this crisis.

      "We need to seal the house as best we can," she says. "Everything we have—towels, clothes, plastic tarps—stuff them between the floorboards to slow the infiltration."

      We act immediately. Layla runs upstairs to get towels, while Sophia and I retrieve plastic tarps from the garage that we normally use to cover boats. Tessa has already begun stuffing her own t-shirts into the largest gaps.

      When I return with the tarps, the water has already spread over half the floor. Layla kneels on the still dry part, methodically stuffing towels into every crack. Her movements are precise, efficient—the scientist in her taking over. The oversized t-shirt she wears slips from her shoulder with every movement, revealing her smooth caramel skin. Even in this crisis, I can't help but admire her grace.

      "We need more material," calls Sophia, working on the other side of the room. She's tied her hair into a ponytail, wearing only shorts and a thin top. Sweat makes her skin gleam, despite the coolness of the invading water.

      "Take the curtains," I recommend using the curtains, and I start yanking them off their rods.

      For the next hour, we work like possessed people, trying to delay the inevitable. My shoulder screams with every movement, but I ignore the pain. Tessa's face is etched with concentration, a strand of her blonde hair stuck to her sweaty cheek. Despite her sober demeanor, she's a beautiful woman—not in the obvious way like in magazines, but with an intense, raw attractiveness that only intensifies during the crisis.

      "It's not working," she finally says, standing up. The water is now up to our ankles, despite all our efforts. "We need another plan."

      "What do you suggest?" asks Sophia, her voice tense.

      Tessa looks out the window, where the storm still rages, though not with the same intensity as yesterday. "The water is pressing against the house from below. We need to reduce the pressure."

      "How are we supposed to do that?" Layla sounds skeptical, her normally gentle eyes now hard with worry.

      "A counterweight," Tessa answers. "If we place heavy objects at strategic points on the floor, we can partially neutralize the upward force."

      It sounds crazy, but physically it makes sense. Without hesitation, we begin collecting everything heavy we can find—the refrigerator, books, even the mattresses from the downstairs rooms, which we wrap in plastic.

      As Sophia and I drag a heavy wooden cabinet across the floor, I notice the water suddenly changing color—a brown cloudiness spreading.

      "Mud," says Tessa, who has also noticed. "That's not good. The ground beneath the house is giving way."

      A loud cracking makes us all freeze. Then the floor beneath our feet tilts slightly—barely noticeable, but unmistakable.

      "Out," I command. "Now. Everyone upstairs."

      We stumble up the stairs, water already at our calves. Upstairs, we hastily gather the most important things—documents, laptops, communication devices.

      Another crack, louder this time, and the whole house seems to shudder.

      "One of the support pillars must have given way," says Tessa, her voice disturbingly calm. "The house is still stable, but we shouldn't stay on the ground floor."

      We barricade ourselves upstairs, listening to the eerie gurgling of the rising water beneath us. Hours pass in tense silence, interrupted only by the occasional creaking of the house and the howling of the wind.

      Around noon, we notice something is different—the wind has decreased, and the water seems to have stopped rising.

      "The storm is moving on," says Tessa, standing at the window looking outside. The daylight frames her silhouette, making her hair shimmer golden. "The flood should reach its peak soon."

      "What about the house?" asks Layla worriedly.

      "We'll have to wait and see." Tessa's eyes sweeps over the flooded garden, the barely visible piers of the marina. "As long as the damaged pillar holds, we should be safe."

      A sudden rumbling shakes the house, followed by a loud bang from the direction of the ground floor.

      "What the hell was that?" Sophia jumps up, her face pale.

      Without thinking, I rush to the stairs, the others close behind me. The water on the ground floor is now hip-deep, but that's not the problem. An entire section of the floor has collapsed, a gaping hole through which the churned-up mud beneath the house is visible.

      "The pillar," whispers Layla in horror.

      "It's going to get worse," says Tessa. "If the mud continues to give way, the other pillars could become unstable too."

      I look at her, searching her face for a solution. "What can we do?"

      She bites her lip, thinking intensely. Even in this desperate situation, I can't help but notice how her eyes shine with concentration, how a strand of her blonde hair stubbornly falls into her face.

      "We need a barrier," she says finally. "Something to stabilize the mud until the water recedes."

      "With what?" asks Sophia.

      Tessa's gaze travels around the room and settles on her equipment crates that we rescued from the pier yesterday. "My measuring devices. The metal boxes, the cables, the solar panels—we could construct a kind of grid and place it under the house to hold back the mud."

      It sounds insane, but it's our only chance.

      "How do we get under the house?" I ask. "The water⁠—"

      "We'll have to swim," Tessa interrupts me. "There's no other way."

      Layla steps forward, her face determined. "I'm the best swimmer. I'll do it."

      "Not alone," I say immediately.

      "I'll come with you," Tessa offers.

      Sophia looks back and forth between us, her dark eyes full of concern. "This is madness. The mud could suck you in, the current could sweep you away..."

      "If we do nothing, we lose the entire house," I counter.

      Finally, everyone nods. We develop a plan—Tessa, Layla, and I will go into the water, while Sophia stays above to hand down equipment and act as our safety line.

      We strip down to shorts and t-shirts. Tessa's and Layla's bodies form a fascinating contrast next to each other—Tessa slim and muscular, with the taut figure of an athlete, Layla softer, with gentler curves, both breathtaking in their own way.

      We tie ropes around our waists for Sophia to hold. The water is cold as we slide in, and the current stronger than I expected. The mud beneath our feet is treacherous, threatening to suck us in with every step.

      "Careful," warns Tessa as we approach the collapsed area. "The ground is unstable."

      With combined forces, we begin pushing the metal parts of Tessa's equipment between the remaining pillars. Each piece must be placed precisely to stabilize the giving mud. The work is exhausting and dangerous—several times I almost lose my footing as the ground gives way beneath me.

      Layla works with the precision of a surgeon, her movements elegant even in the churning water. Tessa is methodical, calculating, each of her actions has a purpose. Together, we form a surprisingly efficient team.

      After what feels like endless minutes, we've erected a makeshift structure that stabilizes the worst part of the collapse. We're soaked, exhausted, and shivering with cold, but it seems to be working—the house has stopped groaning.

      As we fight our way back to the stairs, the mud beneath Layla's feet suddenly gives way. She screams, slips away, disappears beneath the water for a terrible moment. Without thinking, I dive after her, ignoring the stabbing pain in my shoulder. My hands find her arm, and I pull her up.

      She surfaces sputtering, clinging to me. "My memory cards," she gasps. "The data—they slipped out of my pocket."

      Before I can react, Tessa has already dived under. Seconds pass, long, frightening seconds. Then she breaks through the water's surface, in her hand Layla's waterproof bag with the memory cards.

      "Goddammit," Sophia curses from the stairs, her face pale with worry. "Come up here right now, all of you!"

      We fight our way to the stairs and let Sophia pull us up. We lie gasping on the upstairs hallway floor, soaked and exhausted, but alive.

      Layla stares at the memory cards in Tessa's hand, then at Tessa herself. "You didn't have to do that."

      Tessa shrugs, her clothing clinging to her body like a second skin. "Years of your work. Of course I had to."

      Something changes in this moment between the two women—a silent understanding, a new respect. Layla reaches out her hand, briefly touches Tessa's arm, a wordless gesture of thanks.

      Sophia wraps blankets around us. Her hands tremble slightly as she strokes my injured shoulder, which now hurts even more than before. "That was the stupidest thing you've ever done," she murmurs, but her eyes are full of love and relief.

      "Did it work?" I ask Tessa.

      She nods slowly. "I think so. It should stabilize the mud long enough for the water to recede. The house will survive."

      We look at each other, all four of us, connected in this moment by more than just the shared danger. There's something in the air between us—a bond forged in crisis and trust.

      "You need to get out of those wet clothes," Sophia finally says, pushing us toward the bathroom. "Before you catch pneumonia."

      In the bathroom, Sophia and I help Layla out of her soaked clothing. Her skin is ice cold, her lips slightly bluish. I gently rub her arms, trying to warm her up.

      "That was damn brave of you," I whisper and kiss her cold forehead.

      She smiles weakly. "Or damn stupid."

      Sophia wraps a large towel around Layla, her movements gentle and caring. "Let's get you to bed."

      While the two go to the bedroom, I stay behind to help Tessa, who is still standing in the hallway, shivering and soaked. When she sees me, she shakes her head.

      "I'm fine," she says, but her blue lips betray her.

      "Don't be silly," I reply and lead her to the bathroom. "You're hypothermic."

      She hesitates, then nods. Her hands are shaking too much to open her clothing herself. Carefully, I help her out of her soaking wet t-shirt. Her skin beneath is pale, covered with goosebumps. I try to remain professional, but it's impossible not to notice the elegant line of her shoulders, the defined muscles of her back.

      "Thank you," she murmurs as I hand her a towel. "For everything."

      Our eyes meet in the steamy bathroom mirror, and for a moment there's something—a spark, an unspoken understanding.

      She takes a gentle step toward me and kisses me. Her lips are soft, yet her kiss is confident, deep. An honest desire speaks through her kiss, which I only too happily return. For seconds we allow it, enjoying the play of tongues. I put my hand around her waist, pull her close to me, and she sighs briefly. It feels wonderful to finally hold her, to explore her body with my hands, to feel her soft skin under my fingertips.

      "Daniel..." she interrupts me gently. She smiles, an expression that makes her even more beautiful. With her fingers, she softly traces my jaw and looks at my lips, as if she wants much more of what we just began. But she holds back.

      "Not now. Go to them. They need you."

      I nod slowly and leave the bathroom, my thoughts a whirl of confusion and unspoken feelings.

      In the bedroom, I find Sophia and Layla entwined in bed, both dressed in fresh, dry clothes. Layla's eyes are closed, her breathing steady—she seems to have already fallen asleep, exhausted from the ordeal.

      Sophia looks up at me, her eyes dark and unfathomable. "Everything okay?"

      "Yes," I say, sitting on the edge of the bed. "Tessa's okay too. She's changing."

      Sophia nods, her hand absently stroking Layla's hair. "She saved Layla's data."

      "Yes."

      "Why would she do that? Risk being swept away for a stranger's research?"

      I shrug, immediately regretting it as pain shoots through my injured shoulder. "Maybe she's just a good person."

      Sophia is silent for a moment. "Maybe she is." She looks straight at me, her eyes searching. "You like her."

      It's not a question, and I sense it would be pointless to deny. "She's... special."

      A faint smile flits across Sophia's face. "Yes, she is."

      She stretches out her hand, pulls me onto the bed beside her. I lie down next to her, Layla on her other side. Sophia's hand slides into my still damp hair, pulling me to her for a long, intense kiss.

      "You saved us all today," she whispers against my lips.

      "It was teamwork," I reply.

      "Hmm." Her hand moves under my shirt, resting warm on my chest. "You know what I thought when I saw you three in the water? How perfectly you fit together. How you moved as if you were one unit."

      I don't know what to say to that. Sophia just smiles, a mysterious, knowing smile, then kisses me again.

      "Rest," she says finally and snuggles against me. "The storm isn't over yet."

      With Sophia on one side of me and Layla on her other, I close my eyes. Outside, the storm still rages, but its fury seems to be diminishing. The house stands, thanks to our improvised repair, and we are all safe.

      Despite the exhaustion and worry about our marina, I can't help but feel a strange sense of contentment. In this moment, surrounded by these extraordinary women, I feel—despite everything—like the luckiest man in the world.
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            THE TRUTH COMES TO LIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      The next few hours pass in slow motion. The storm slowly loses its strength, and for the first time in two days, I hear birds outside. It must be early afternoon, though without working clocks, time feels oddly blurred.

      I carefully extricate myself from the bed, where Sophia and Layla still slumber, their bodies intertwined like puzzle pieces. Layla's dark hair spreads across Sophia's shoulder, her hand resting on Sophia's hip. The sight of the two—so connected, so familiar with each other even in sleep—fills me with deep affection.

      My shoulder protests as I get dressed, but the pain has become duller, more bearable. A good sign.

      The hallway is quiet. Tessa's door stands slightly ajar. I hesitate, then knock softly. No answer. Cautiously I look in—the room is empty, the bed untouched.

      With growing concern, I go downstairs. The water on the ground floor has receded but left a layer of muddy dirt. The floor feels solid beneath my feet—our improvised repair seems to be holding.

      "Tessa?" I call as I wade through the devastated rooms.

      No answer, but the back door stands open. My heart beats faster as I step outside. The air is cool and fresh, permeated with the smell of salt and wet wood. The sky has a strange, almost supernatural clarity after the storm, as if someone had cleaned a window that had been dirty for a long time.

      Then I see her.

      Tessa stands at the edge of our property, where the garden slopes down to the small cliff leading to the water. She kneels in the mud, her hands digging in the softened earth. Her blonde hair, tied in a messy knot, glows golden in the afternoon sun.

      As I approach, I notice she's holding one of her measuring devices—a complicated-looking instrument with blinking lights. She's so absorbed in her work that she doesn't notice me until I'm only a few steps away.

      "Daniel," she says with surprise and straightens up. Her face is smeared with mud, her clothes soaked from the wet ground. Still—or perhaps because of this—the sight is strangely attractive. There's a raw, untamed quality to her appearance, a wildness that matches the chaotic state of our surroundings.

      "What are you doing out here?" I ask, looking at the device in her hand. "You should be resting after yesterday."

      "No time for rest." She wipes a dirty hand across her forehead, leaving another streak of mud. "The storm uncovered something. Something incredible."

      She points to the ground around us. Only now do I notice that a large part of the slope has been washed away, the storm has carved a deep furrow in the earth. At the bottom of the furrow, something is visible—something that definitely isn't naturally formed.

      I kneel beside her, ignoring the wet mud that immediately soaks my pants. "What is it?"

      "An entrance." Tessa's eyes shine with excitement. "Do you see the worked stones? This isn't a natural karst cavity—this was created by humans."

      Now I see it too—what I had taken for random stones are actually worked blocks forming a frame. Most are still covered with earth, but the shape is unmistakable.

      "What the hell...?" I stare at the structure. "This was under our property the whole time?"

      Tessa nods enthusiastically. "I suspected it, based on historical records and my seismic data. But I had no idea the entrance was so close to the surface—or that it would be so well preserved."

      "An entrance to what?"

      "A tunnel system," she answers, her voice trembling slightly with excitement. "Probably from the early 19th century. Smugglers used this coast, dug tunnels to hide and transport their goods."

      I stare at the stones, then at Tessa. "This is why you're really here, isn't it? Not because of the storm. Not even primarily for the hurricane data."

      Her expression changes, becomes serious. "The storm was an opportunity, yes. I knew it might possibly erode the ground and reveal what I was looking for."

      "You lied to us." I feel anger rising within me.

      "No." She shakes her head decisively. "I didn't tell you everything, that's true. But I am actually a storm researcher, and my theories about the influence of these cavities on hurricane paths are real."

      I stand up, my gaze wandering over our devastated property. The marina's piers are mostly still standing, but some sections have been washed away. The boats have survived surprisingly well, thanks to our preparations. The boathouse, however, where Layla set up her lab, looks as if a giant fist had smashed away part of it.

      "Do you know what this storm has cost us?" I ask, my voice harder than intended. "Layla's research, our marina, nearly our house?"

      Tessa is also standing now, her posture defensive. "That's not my fault. The storm would have come anyway."

      "But you took advantage of it. You took advantage of us."

      She holds my gaze, her green eyes flashing with suppressed emotion. "I helped you. I risked my life to save Layla's data. To stabilize your house."

      "After sneaking in here under false pretenses!"

      "Under incomplete pretenses," she corrects me. "And what would you have done if I had knocked on your door and said: 'Hello, I suspect there's a historical tunnel system under your property, may I dig for it?'"

      She has a point, and that only makes me angrier. Before I can respond, I hear voices behind us.

      "What's going on here?"

      Sophia and Layla are approaching us, both in fresh clothes, their faces concerned. Sophia's long dark hair is still damp from the shower, falling in soft waves over her shoulders. Layla has her glasses on, giving her that intelligent, slightly stern look I've always found so attractive. The contrast between them is breathtaking—Sophia with her cool elegance, Layla with her natural, scientific precision.

      "Ask her," I say, pointing to Tessa, then to the exposed masonry.

      Tessa's eyes narrow briefly, then she takes a deep breath and turns to the two women. "The storm uncovered something I suspected was here. A tunnel system from the early 19th century. It was probably built by smugglers."

      She explains the situation—more directly and honestly than I expected. She openly admits that she knew more about these tunnels than she initially told us, that the storm was an opportunity to confirm her theory.

      "But my research on hurricane paths is real," she emphasizes. "These tunnels could actually have a measurable influence on water temperatures, just as I suspected."

      Layla approaches the excavation, her scientific curiosity obviously piqued. She kneels down, examines the stones with the precision of an archaeologist. "Fascinating," she murmurs.

      Sophia, on the other hand, remains standing beside me, her arms crossed. Her face is a mask of controlled emotion—an expression I know from negotiations with networks. "So the storm was a lucky coincidence for your research."

      "In a way, yes." Tessa holds her gaze.

      "And now?"

      Tessa hesitates, then straightens her shoulders. "I want to explore these tunnels. Document them. Measure them. They could be important not just for hurricane research, but also historically significant."

      "On our property," Sophia coolly observes.

      "Yes."

      "The property that was just devastated by a hurricane, meaning we already have extensive repairs ahead of us."

      Tessa's cheeks turn slightly pink—a sign of embarrassment I haven't seen in her before. Strangely, it only makes her more attractive. "I understand the unfavorable situation."

      Layla stands up, mud on her hands. "These tunnels could actually explain why the coral formation in our bay is so unusual. If they channel freshwater from inland to the sea..."

      Sophia gives her a sharp look. "You want to help her? After everything that's happened?"

      Layla shrugs. "From a scientific standpoint, it's fascinating. And it could add a completely new dimension to our documentary work."

      I sense the dynamics changing between the three women. Layla, initially skeptical of Tessa, is now obviously fascinated by the scientific significance of the discovery. Sophia, on the other hand, normally the pragmatic one, seems hurt by what she sees as betrayal.

      "So you want to dig up our marina to explore your tunnels?" I ask Tessa.

      "Not the entire marina," she replies. "Just this area here, where the entrance is. And I could do it in a way that has minimal impact on your normal activities."

      I shake my head. "This is madness. We need to rebuild the marina, not tear it up more."

      "Think about it, Daniel," Layla interjects, her face now animated with scientific enthusiasm. "This discovery could be enormously significant—for science, for the history of this region, perhaps even for our documentary series."

      "It's just an old smuggler's tunnel!"

      "It's more than that," Tessa insists. "This type of tunnel system is extremely rare. Most were destroyed or have collapsed. If this one is as well preserved as I suspect..."

      "Then it will become famous," Sophia completes the thought. "And with it, whoever discovered it."

      Tessa has the decency to look slightly ashamed. "It's not about fame for me."

      "But about recognition. About confirming your theories." Sophia's voice is cutting. "You wanted to use us from the beginning."

      "That's not fair," Tessa protests. "I helped where I could. I saved Layla's data, stabilized your house..."

      "To stay close to us. To get access to this tunnel." Sophia's eyes narrow. "And maybe for other reasons?"

      The atmosphere suddenly becomes electric. Tessa's cheeks flush deeper, but she doesn't avoid Sophia's gaze. "What do you mean?"

      "I think you know exactly what I mean." Sophia steps closer to Tessa, her body language a mix of confrontation and something else, something I can't quite place. "I've seen how you look at him."

      My heart skips a beat. "Sophia..."

      "No, let her answer," says Sophia, without taking her eyes off Tessa. "You didn't stay just because of these tunnels, did you?"

      Tessa visibly swallows, her chin lifting defiantly. "I'm here because of my research. But..." She hesitates, then speaks directly to me. "I'd be lying if I said I didn't... feel something. Between us."

      A strange silence falls over us. I stand there, between three extraordinary women, and suddenly feel as if I'm trapped in a dream—a surreal scenario where I don't know if I want to wake up or not.

      "I should go," Tessa finally says, bending down to pick up her measuring device. "This was a mistake. All of it."

      "Wait," Layla says surprisingly. She steps forward, positions herself between Sophia and Tessa. "Let's think about this rationally. This discovery is important. Scientifically and historically. We can't just pretend we never made it."

      "Layla's right," I say, surprised by my own words. "As angry as I am about... the circumstances—we can't ignore this."

      Sophia stares at me incredulously. "You're taking her side? After everything that's happened?"

      "I'm not taking anyone's side," I counter. "I'm just trying to be pragmatic. These tunnels are now exposed. We can either explore them or fill them in again. And honestly—if we fill them in, Tessa or someone else will come back later. Isn't it better if we maintain control ourselves?"

      Sophia is silent for a long moment, her gaze moving between me, Layla, and Tessa. Then she sighs deeply. "You want her to stay."

      It's not a question, and I don't know how to respond without making everything worse. But before I can say anything, Tessa speaks.

      "I'd like to stay," she says quietly. "Not just because of the tunnels. I..." She breaks off, searching for words. "In the last few days, I've experienced more, felt more, than in years before. You three have something special. Something I've never experienced."

      The openness of her words surprises me. I see Sophia's expression changing—the hardness giving way to cautious curiosity.

      "You know what we are?" Sophia asks. "What we... share?"

      Tessa nods slowly. "I've seen it from the beginning. And I've wondered what it would be like to be part of something like that. Of that connection."

      Layla's eyes widen behind her glasses. "You mean..."

      A sudden crash interrupts us. We all turn abruptly, just in time to see a large part of the exposed tunnel entrance collapsing, earth and stones sliding into the depths.

      "No!" Tessa takes a step forward, but I hold her back.

      "Too dangerous," I say, pulling her away from the edge. "The ground is unstable."

      We watch helplessly as most of the exposed entrance disappears again, buried under an avalanche of mud and stones. Only a small portion of the worked stones remains visible—enough to prove that something is actually there, but not enough to explore it.

      Tessa's face is a mask of horror and disappointment. "Years of research... and now it's gone again."

      Layla places a hand on her shoulder. "Not necessarily. We can excavate it, this time systematically. With the right equipment, the right preparation."

      Tessa shakes her head. "That would take months. Professional excavation equipment, permits, a team..."

      "We have time," Sophia says surprisingly. We all turn to her. She stands there, arms crossed, but her face is no longer hard, but thoughtful. "We need to rebuild the marina anyway. Why not find a way to explore these tunnels at the same time? As part of our next project."

      "Our?" Tessa repeats, her voice quiet, incredulous.

      Sophia shrugs, a gesture that seems more casual than it probably is. "You saved Layla's data. Stabilized our house. Maybe we wouldn't have made it without you."

      It's not a full concession, not forgiveness, but it's a beginning. I feel the tension in the air shifting slightly.

      Layla steps beside Sophia, puts an arm around her waist. The sight of the two together—Layla in her dirty clothes, her face still animated with scientific enthusiasm, Sophia elegant and reserved, but with a new sparkle in her eyes—is an image I want to keep forever.

      "We could integrate it into the documentary," says Layla excitedly. "The connection between the tunnels and the coral reefs. The historical influence on the ecosystem."

      "And the effects on hurricane paths," adds Tessa, her voice still cautious, as if she fears destroying this fragile peace.

      She stands a bit apart from us, her clothes covered with mud, her face smeared, and yet in this moment she possesses a special beauty—raw, untamed, brilliant. I can't deny that I'm drawn to her, in a way that differs from what I feel for Sophia or Layla, but is no less intense.

      "It could work," I say slowly. "But we would need to establish clear rules. About the project. About... everything else."

      My eyes meet Tessa's, and I see her nod slightly, understanding what I don't articulate. The situation between all of us is complicated, filled with unspoken feelings and possibilities.

      Layla is the first to break the tension. "Let's go back to the house. We need to make a plan for the cleanup work anyway. And I'm dying for a hot shower."

      We head back, wading through the muddy garden. Sophia and Layla walk ahead, their heads close together in quiet conversation. I hang back slightly, walking beside Tessa.

      "Did you mean that?" I ask quietly. "What you said about us?"

      She stops, looks at the two women in front of us, then at me. Her eyes are clear and direct. "Every word. I've dedicated my entire life to science, Daniel. Everything else came second. But in the last few days..." She shakes her head, searching for words. "I've seen what you have. This connection, this trust. It's beautiful. And yes, I've wondered what it would be like to be part of it."

      The honesty of her words touches something in me. Without thinking, I reach out, brush a mud-smeared strand of hair from her face. Her skin is warm beneath my fingers, and for a moment we just stand there, caught in a silent understanding.

      "It won't be easy," I warn her. "Sophia is... cautious. For good reason."

      "I know." She smiles slightly. "I don't expect simple solutions. Just a chance."

      In response, I lean forward and kiss her. It's a soft, tender kiss, but it holds a depth of feeling that catches me off guard. Her lips are soft, taste of salt and rain. She returns the kiss without hesitation, her hands coming to rest on my cheeks, holding my face as if it were something precious.

      When we finally pull apart, her eyes shine with unspoken words and emotions that run too deep for me to interpret. She smiles, a genuine, unguarded smile that lights up her entire face.

      "A chance," I repeat softly.

      Sophia's voice reaches us from up ahead. She and Layla stand at the edge of the veranda, watching us. I can't make out their faces clearly, don't know if they saw our kiss. Tessa's hand in mine, we walk together toward the house, toward Sophia and Layla.

      Whatever comes next—we'll figure it out together.
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            A NEW BALANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn creeps slowly over the horizon, bathing our destroyed marina in a soft, golden light. I sit on the repaired veranda, a cup of coffee in hand, surveying the devastation left by the hurricane. A week has passed since the storm—a week filled with cleanup work, repairs, and complicated conversations.

      Behind me, I hear the door creak. Sophia steps out, dressed in one of my shirts that reaches to the middle of her thighs. Her long, tanned legs seem endless, her dark hair falling in gentle waves over her shoulders. She looks tired, but in a fulfilled way—like someone exhausted from honest work, not from worry.

      "You're up early," she says, sitting beside me, taking the coffee cup from my hand and taking a sip.

      "Couldn't sleep anymore," I answer, putting an arm around her shoulders. "Too much on my mind."

      "Mmm." She snuggles closer, her warmth soothing in its familiarity. "Because of what's happening today?"

      Today the first construction workers arrive to help us with the major repairs to the marina. And today Tessa will also return, after three days away organizing equipment and permits for the tunnel exploration.

      "Partly," I admit. "It'll be strange to see her again. After... everything."

      Sophia is silent for a moment, her fingers playing with the rim of the coffee cup. "Do you regret it?" she finally asks, her voice neutral.

      "What exactly?"

      "The kiss. The invitation for her to come back."

      I think about how to answer honestly without hurting her. "No," I finally say. "I don't regret it. But I'm not sure where all this is leading."

      Sophia nods slowly. "Neither am I." She takes another sip of coffee, then hands the cup back to me. "But I'm ready to find out."

      These simple words surprise me. After Tessa's departure, we—Sophia, Layla, and I—had long, intense discussions. About Tessa's role in our lives, about the feelings each of us had developed for her, about the possibility of expanding our circle. The discussions weren't always easy, often emotional, sometimes even difficult. Sophia, always the most cautious of us, had taken the longest to get used to the idea.

      "Are you really?" I ask, turning to look at her face. Her dark eyes are calm and clear, without the shadow of doubt I'd often seen in them over the past few days.

      "Yes," she. "I've thought about it—thought a lot. About Tessa, about us, about everything that's happened." She looks out at the water, now calm and peaceful in the morning sun. "She has something, Daniel. Something special. I feel it too, not just you and Layla."

      At this point, the door opens again, and Layla joins us, her hair wild and tousled from sleep, dressed in a skimpy top and shorts. Her body is slim and lithe, with the gentle curves I love so much. She yawns and rubs her eyes.

      "What are you talking about so early?" she asks, settling on the step at our feet, leaning her back against my legs.

      "About Tessa," Sophia answers honestly.

      "Ah." Layla nods, as if she expected nothing else. "And have you found a solution?"

      I laugh softly. "Is there even a solution for... whatever this is?"

      Layla turns to look up at us, her face suddenly serious. "Yes, there is. We can be honest—with each other and with ourselves. We can accept what we feel." She reaches for Sophia's hand, then mine. "We can trust."

      My heart warms. These two women—so different yet so similar in their strength, their determination, their capacity to love—have enriched my life in ways I never thought possible. And now they're ready to expand this circle, to welcome another heart into our unusual family.

      "It's going to be complicated," Sophia warns.

      "Life is complicated," Layla replies with a shrug. "That hasn't stopped us before."

      We sit like this for a while, watching as the sun rises higher, illuminating the damage to our marina in bright light. The work ahead of us is immense. But strangely, I don't feel discouraged. On the contrary—I feel an odd anticipation, a tingle of expectation. Not just because of Tessa's return, but because of all the possibilities that lie ahead of us.

      The day passes in a whirlwind of activity. The construction workers arrive, and we spend hours discussing plans, organizing materials, and beginning the first repairs. The destroyed part of the boathouse needs to be completely rebuilt, and the damage to the piers is more extensive than we initially thought.

      It's late afternoon when I hear a car driving up the access road. My heart makes a strange leap as I recognize Tessa's SUV, now packed with equipment on the roof and in the trailer. I set aside the wooden plank I've been working on and go to meet her.

      She gets out of the car, and the sight of her hits me unexpectedly hard. Her blonde mane is braided into a ponytail, she wears simple jeans and a blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Sunglasses sit on her nose, but she takes them off when she sees me, and her green eyes light up.

      "Daniel," she says, and a smile spreads across her face.

      "Welcome back," I reply, standing uncertainly before her, unsure how to greet her. The memory of our kiss hovers between us, almost tangible in the warm afternoon air.

      She solves the dilemma by simply stepping forward and hugging me briefly but firmly. The scent of her hair—a hint of citrus and salt—envelops me for a moment, then she steps back.

      "I got everything," she says, pointing to her fully packed vehicle. "Equipment, permits, even a preliminary excavation plan from the historical society."

      "Fantastic," I say, and I couldn't be more sincere. Her enthusiasm is contagious, despite all the unspoken complications between us. "Come on, the others will want to know you're back."

      We find Sophia and Layla at the edge of the property, inspecting the provisionally secured tunnel entrance. When they see Tessa, Layla immediately straightens up, a broad smile on her face. Sophia is more reserved, but she smiles too, albeit more cautiously.

      "You made it," says Layla, coming toward us. She hugs Tessa without the hesitation I had shown. "Tell us everything!"

      As Tessa describes the details of her trip—the enthusiasm of the historical society, the support from the university, the equipment she organized—I observe how Sophia looks at her. Her expression is pensive, as if she's carefully weighing her thoughts, and any previous wariness has evaporated. She sees Tessa completely, perhaps for the first time—not as a threat or as competition, but as a complex, fascinating woman with her own strengths and weaknesses.

      "It all sounds promising," says Sophia when Tessa finishes. "But we still have one problem to solve."

      Tessa pauses in her enthusiasm, her face immediately becoming serious. "What is it?"

      "The weighting of the project." Sophia's voice is factual, professional. "How we integrate the tunnel exploration into our documentary. How we divide the work and the recognition."

      It's a business question, but I know that underneath, it's about much more—about trust, about respect, about the place Tessa will occupy in our lives.

      Tessa seems to understand this. She nods slowly. "You're right. We need to clarify that." She hesitates, then adds, "I have a proposal, if you'd like to hear it."

      We all sit on the large rocks at the edge of the property. The sun is already beginning to set, bathing everything in a warm, golden light. Tessa sits across from me, and in the fading sunlight, she looks breathtaking—strong and beautiful at the same time, her eyes alive with intelligence and passion.

      "My original plan," she begins, "was to explore the tunnels alone, achieve a scientific breakthrough, and..." She shrugs, suddenly a little embarrassed. "Become famous, I guess."

      Her honesty surprises us all, even me.

      "But," she continues, "during the days I was away, I thought a lot. About this project, about... us." She takes a deep breath. "What could happen here is much bigger than my personal career. It's about the connection between history, geology, marine biology, and climate science. It requires different perspectives, different disciplines."

      "What are you suggesting?" asks Layla.

      Tessa opens her bag and pulls out a stack of papers. "I wrote a draft. For a joint study and documentation. Not just about the tunnels, but about the entire relationship between the historical use of this coast and today's ecosystem."

      She passes the papers to Sophia, who is probably the most skeptical. Sophia takes them and begins to read, her eyes moving quickly over the pages.

      "You've listed me as the main author for the visual part," she finally says, surprised.

      "Of course," replies Tessa. "You're the filmmaker. You know how to tell a story."

      Sophia flips further. "And Layla as the lead scientist for the ecological part..."

      "Her expertise in marine biology is unmatched."

      "And Daniel...?" asks Sophia.

      Tessa turns to me. "The project manager. The one who holds everything together. He has a natural talent for it—connecting people, integrating different perspectives."

      I'm speechless. Not just because of the role she's envisioned for me, but because of the deeper meaning. She's giving up control, sharing it with us—an enormous concession for someone like her, someone used to working alone, to shining alone.

      "That's... generous," I finally say.

      Tessa shakes her head. "It's not generous. It's sensible. Together, we can create something I could never do alone. That none of us could do alone."

      A moment of silence follows as we all feel the weight of her words. It's no longer just about scientific collaboration—it's a metaphor for something much more personal, much more intimate.

      "I agree," says Layla first, her eyes bright with enthusiasm. "This is a brilliant approach."

      Sophia flips through the papers once more, her expression thoughtful. Then she looks up, directly into Tessa's eyes. "You're giving up a lot," she observes.

      "No." Tessa holds her gaze. "I'm gaining more than I'm giving up."

      Something changes in Sophia's face—a tension dissolves, a final defensive wall falls. "Then I agree too."

      Tessa's smile is like the rising sun, radiant and full of warmth. "Really?"

      "Really," confirms Sophia, smiling back—a genuine, open smile that I rarely see from her when she's not alone with Layla or me.

      I look from one to another, these three remarkable women—Sophia with her cool elegance and her deep, hidden passion; Layla with her scientific brilliance and her infectious enthusiasm; Tessa with her raw intensity and her surprising capacity for selflessness. Each of them extraordinary, each breathtaking in her own way.

      "I think we should celebrate this," I say, standing up. "The first day of our new partnership."

      We return to the house, which has mostly been repaired by now. The construction workers have gone for the day, and we have the place to ourselves. I open a bottle of wine that miraculously survived the storm unscathed, while Sophia and Layla prepare improvised snacks from our limited supplies.

      Tessa stands somewhat uncertainly in the kitchen, as if she's not sure where her place is. It's strange to see this strong, confident woman so vulnerable, so unsure. It only makes her more attractive.

      "Here," I say, handing her a glass of wine. "Make yourself comfortable. This is your project now too."

      She takes the glass, our fingers briefly touching. "Thank you," she says quietly. "For everything."

      The intensity of her words makes me pause briefly. Before I can respond, Layla comes to us, taking both of us by the arm.

      "Come along," she says energetically. "The sun is setting, and the pier has just been repaired. The perfect place for a toast."

      We follow her outside, Sophia close behind us with her own glass of wine and a plate of cheese and crackers. The pier, still raw and new, extends over the now calm water. The setting sun bathes everything in a surreal, reddish light, as if someone had placed a filter over the world.

      We sit at the end of the pier, our legs dangling over the water. Tessa sits beside me, Sophia on my other side, Layla next to her. We're close to each other, our shoulders occasionally touching, a pleasant, intimate proximity.

      "To Marina Storms," says Layla, raising her glass. "May it rise stronger from the ruins."

      "To new discoveries," adds Tessa, her glass rising to meet ours.

      "To unexpected turns," Sophia adds with a meaningful look at Tessa.

      "To us," I conclude, feeling my heart expand at the thought of the "us" that now includes four people, not just three.

      We clink glasses, drink, and then simply sit there, watching as the sun sinks below the horizon and the first stars appear in the sky. It's a perfect moment—peaceful, hopeful, full of possibilities.

      "Where will you stay?" Sophia suddenly asks Tessa. "During the project?"

      Tessa shrugs. "I was planning to rent a small room in town. Or maybe bring a trailer and park it on the property."

      Sophia exchanges a glance with Layla, then with me. A silent understanding passes between us. We already know what we want.

      "That's nonsense," Sophia says decisively. "We have space in the house. More than enough."

      Tessa's eyes widen slightly. "You want me to... live here?"

      "It's practical," Sophia argues pragmatically. "You're closer to the excavation site. We can work more efficiently."

      But we all know it's about more than practicality. It's about the kiss Tessa and I shared. About the growing attraction between all of us. About the possibility of something new, something extraordinary.

      "If you're sure..." says Tessa cautiously.

      "We're sure," Layla answers for all of us. She reaches out, places her hand on Tessa's arm, a gesture of welcome, of acceptance.

      A light breeze blows up from the water, causing small waves to lap against the pier. The increasing darkness envelops us like a blanket, intimate and protective. I feel Sophia's warmth on one side, Tessa's on the other. Layla's laughing eyes twinkle in the starlight across Sophia's shoulder at me.

      "It won't be easy," Tessa warns quietly. "Four people, one house, a complex project..."

      "The best things in life are rarely easy," I reply, putting my arm around her shoulders, while my other is already around Sophia.

      Tessa leans slightly into the touch, her body warmth a welcome presence against the evening chill. On my other side, Sophia presses a gentle kiss to my cheek, then, surprisingly, she leans forward and offers Tessa her hand across my lap.

      "Welcome to the family," she says simply.

      Tessa takes her hand, her eyes suspiciously shiny in the dim light. "Thank you."

      As I sit here, surrounded by these three extraordinary women, each brilliant and beautiful in her own way, each with her own strength and vulnerability, I feel a gratitude so overwhelming it almost hurts.

      The storm that devastated our marina has also created something new—an unexpected connection, a new constellation of hearts and minds. Whatever the future may bring, whatever challenges await us—in this moment, in this place, we are exactly where we should be.
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            NIGHT SWIMMING

          

        

      

    

    
      The phosphorescent water glitters in the moonlight. The warm night air is filled with the scent of the sea. The four of us stand on the pier, still in our underwear, heated from the long workday.

      "Last one in the water is a dead fish!" Layla calls out and dives headfirst into the dark bay. Her slender body breaks the surface elegantly, leaving a luminous trail in the bioluminescent water.

      Sophia and Tessa follow her laughing, their bodies shining wet in the moonlight. I jump in after them, diving deep into the warm embrace of the water. When I surface, Tessa splashes water in my face. Her green eyes sparkle mischievously.

      We frolic like children, chasing each other through the glowing waves. Tessa's blonde hair clings to her neck, water droplets bead on her skin. With every movement, the water glitters around us, as if we're swimming in liquid stars.

      I swim closer to Tessa, grab one of her legs and pull her toward me, causing her to lose control and laugh loudly while flailing her arms in the water until I let go. She playfully resists my hands, but slowly the mood changes. The playful touches become longer, more meaningful. Our eyes meet and she wraps her arms around my neck.

      "Come here," I say and pull her closer with one arm. Without hesitation, she kisses me. Our tongues dance around each other. Her lips taste of salt and summer.

      I feel her hard nipples against my chest. Her hands wander over my body, exploring every muscle as we slowly move back into shallower water where we can stand.

      "I lift her up, and she responds instantly, her strong legs wrapping around my hips with surprising strength. She matches my movements perfectly, her body finding natural harmony with mine. The sensation of her heat against me draws an involuntary moan from deep in my chest.

      "I want you," she whispers, her voice deliciously hoarse with desire. "Now."

      Her fingers dig into my shoulders. Her breathing grows heavier, each exhale a warm caress against my neck. I pull her closer, claiming her mouth in a desperate kiss that speaks volumes of our shared hunger. Then, with a fluid motion, I enter her.

      "Oh god..." The word escapes her lips as a trembling whimper. Her body tenses around me.

      Without breaking our connection, we sink down onto the beach together. I settle beneath her, the cool sand at my back creating a delicious contrast to her heat above me.

      I reach up, my thumbs finding her hardened nipples. I twirl them between my fingers, applying just enough pressure to make her back arch and a throaty moan escape her lips—a sound I'm determined to hear again and again before the night is through.

      Tessa's hips now circle on me, her movements becoming more intense. The water laps around us, each wave glittering in the moonlight. I hold her hips, guiding her in a slow, torturous rhythm.

      "Faster," she pleads, her voice hoarse with desire. "Please..."

      I obey, lifting my hips with more force. She moans deeply, her breasts bouncing seductively in front of my face. I lean forward, suck on a hard nipple, which makes her tremble.

      Then I hear Sophia moan and look to the right, where at some distance on the pier, Sophia and Layla are also engaged. Their moans mix with our sounds. I see Layla disappear between Sophia's legs, pleasuring her with her tongue. Sophia's back arches off the wood as she buries her hands in Layla's hair, wanting to control her, guide her, but Layla seems to know exactly what to do to break down Sophia's final barriers. What a sight, I think, then I look back at Tessa, who has followed my gaze.

      Her inner muscles contract around me as she leans down toward me.

      "That turns you on, doesn't it?" she whispers breathlessly. "Watching them..."

      We look together toward the pier while I'm still inside Tessa, her heat enveloping me.

      We admire Layla and Tessa, their naked bodies glistening in the moonlight. Tessa moans as I thrust a bit harder with my hips, still watching Layla and Sophia.

      "They're beautiful together," she breathes.

      With each thrust, Tessa moans louder. Her fingers circle faster between her legs, her entire body trembling with arousal. The water around us sparkles like diamonds with every movement.

      "Harder," she begs. "Oh God, please... right there..."

      I grip her hips more firmly, pulling her deep onto me with each thrust. Her breasts bounce with every thrust, her nipples hard and tempting.

      Tessa's inner muscles rhythmically contract around me. She is so tight, so hot despite the water. Her entire body shakes as she races toward her climax.

      On the pier, Sophia cries out in pleasure, and we too are swept away by our climax like a huge wave.

      "Ohgod...I...I... can't... anymore," Tessa moans. Her movements become wild, uncontrolled. "Daniel... I..."

      Then I grip her tighter, thrust wildly into her and moan out my own pleasure.

      Tessa's body tenses, her fingernails dig into my shoulders. I feel her starting to pulse, everything contracting inside her. With a deep moan she cums, her inner muscles rhythmically massaging me.

      "Yes... oh God... Daniel!" she screams, her body trembling in ecstasy. The intensity of her orgasm pulls me along. With one final, deep thrust I pour into her as waves of pleasure pulse through both of us.

      We hold each other, our bodies trembling together.

      Wildly twitching, moaning, and panting, we both cum. She kisses me, wildly, demanding more. For so long until the waves subside and nothing remains but the rushing thoughts and our pounding heartbeats. Out of breath and exhausted, she collapses on top of me. Her warm body feels fantastic against my skin. I run my fingers through her hair, kiss her, and enjoy the moment that seems endless.

      Tessa kisses me gently, exhausted but happy.

      "I think I could get used to this," she says and smiles. Her happy expression makes her even more attractive, and I feel a wave of happiness rushing though my entire body.

      "Me too..." I murmur.
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      The early morning sun shines through the windows of our boathouse. I sit at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee while Tessa and Layla are still sleeping. The sea outside is as smooth as glass, as if the intense night had been just a dream.

      Sophia comes in, a sheet of paper trembling in her hand. Her face is pale, her usually controlled expression showing clear tension. Still, I can't help enjoying the seductive sight before me. The baggy shirt she's got on offers a generous view of her cleavage, and I can't help but smile.

      "Good morning, beautiful," I say, and suddenly I have an idea of how I want to spend the day. But Sophia ignores my gaze and continues looking at the letter.

      "What's wrong?" I ask, setting down my cup. I sense something isn't right.

      She looks up, her eyes dark with worry. "I don't think this is good. Not good at all. It's from your uncle, and he says the marina belongs to him!"

      Fortunately, I put the coffee cup on the counter, otherwise I probably would have dropped it.
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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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