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BLURB


I came to Portugal to disappear. Three stranded women had other plans.

My company's sold. My engagement's over. And I'm driving south along the Portuguese coast with no destination and even less of a plan.

Then I see them—three gorgeous women with a broken-down van and nowhere to go.

Rae, the fearless surf instructor who won't let me brood in peace. Lina, the emergency room nurse whose quiet strength pulls me back to earth. And Nora, the travel blogger who sees everything I'm trying to hide.

One tow turns into one night. One night becomes a week. And somewhere between the lighthouse storms and oceanside fires, I stop running from what I left behind.

Can I let go of the life I torched and build something new? Or will I lose the best thing that's ever happened to me because I'm too afraid to stay?

Portugal Highway Harem is a steamy contemporary romance about second chances, found family, and love that doesn't follow the rules.

Appr. 17,000 words.
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The highway cut through the cliffs like a scar. I kept the windows down—AC died just past Sagres—and hot air poured through the cab, thick with the smell of sun-baked asphalt and wild thyme growing along the roadside.

Six hours of nothing but the engine's growl and wind whipping through the open windows. The last words I'd spoken—stumbling through my pitiful Portuguese—had been to a gas station attendant about a receipt. Recibo, por favor. The woman had looked at me like I'd just butchered her language beyond recognition, then slapped the paper into my palm without meeting my eyes.

The company sold six weeks ago. Twenty-two million after taxes, legal fees, and the buyout terms that kept me locked in a non-compete for eighteen months. I'd built the software from scratch, watched it grow, then watched a team of venture capitalists carve it up like a Thanksgiving turkey. They kept the name. I kept the money and a severance package that felt like hush money.

Rachel, my ex-fiancé left two days after the ink dried. Not because of the sale—she'd been planning her exit longer than that. I found the email drafts on the shared laptop, saved under a folder labeled "Travel Ideas." Turns out she'd been corresponding with a yoga instructor in Bali for four months. The last draft started with I finally told him. I never got to read the rest. She deleted the folder an hour before she sat me down in our kitchen and said she needed space to find herself.

I told her to take all the space she wanted. She took the couch, the coffee table, and the French press I'd bought in Seattle. I took a flight to Lisbon, Portugal three days later, booking the first seat I could find on a red-eye that had me crossing the Atlantic while the rest of the world slept. No plan beyond getting as far away from Silicon Valley as possible. At the airport, I rented the first truck they showed me—a white Tacoma with Portuguese plates and the kind of dents that suggested it had stories to tell.

So I drove. South along the coast, no destination, no plan. Just distance between me and everything I'd spent a decade building.

The smoke appeared just past the bend where the highway dipped toward the ocean. Thin and gray, rising from the shoulder like a distress flare. I saw the van first—ancient VW camper, painted the color of faded turquoise, pulled onto the shoulder with thin gray smoke rising from under the hood—the kind that said something vital had given up.

Then I saw the women.

Three of them.

And fuck me, they were stunning.

The one waving both arms wore an old tank top that clung to her like a second skin. All bronze muscle and curves, the kind of body that came from salt water and sun, not a gym. Dark hair spilling loose from a bun, high cheekbones, legs that went on forever below board shorts that sat low enough to show hip bones. She looked like she'd stepped out of a surf magazine—the kind of woman who'd wreck your concentration from fifty yards.

The one leaning against the bumper had red hair pulled back in a ponytail that exposed the long line of her neck. Scrubs under a denim jacket, but the way she filled them out made the whole nurse thing work in ways it had no business working. Pale skin dusted with freckles, green eyes even from this distance, lips curved in something between amusement and patience. The face that would make you invent reasons to visit urgent care.

The third was crouched by the front wheel with a notebook, all dark hair and glasses and linen that somehow looked expensive despite the dust. Slim in that way that made you notice the curve of her waist, the delicate line of her collarbone. She had sharp features, a face that belonged on magazine covers selling luxury watches or French perfume. Cerebral and sexy in equal measure, which was a hell of a combination.

Three women who looked like they'd wandered off a photo shoot, stranded on the side of a Portuguese highway with a dying van.

This was starting to feel like the setup to a bad joke

I should have kept driving.

My foot eased off the gas anyway. The Tacoma slowed, rolling past them at maybe twenty kilometers per hour while every functioning part of my brain screamed at me to keep going. Broken down. Middle of nowhere. Cell service out here was a coin toss at best. The next town was forty kilometers south, and the sun was already halfway to the horizon.

I could stop. Offer a phone call, maybe a jump if they had cables.

Or I could keep going. Preserve the silence I'd paid for with my entire adult life. Avoid whatever the hell this situation was obviously trying to become.

The last thing I needed right now was complications. Especially the kind that came wrapped in tank tops and freckles and sexy librarian glasses. I'd come to Portugal to disappear, to put an ocean between me and the life I'd just torched. Getting tangled up with three women who looked like walking temptation wasn't part of the plan. Wasn't even in the same universe as the plan.

But the one waving stepped into the road. Not far enough to make me swerve, but close enough that I had to brake or become a headline. She grinned when I stopped, like she'd won a bet with herself, and holy smokes—that smile could've sold anything.

I pulled onto the shoulder twenty feet ahead and killed the engine. For a moment, I sat there, hands still on the wheel, wondering if I could restart the truck and pretend I'd only paused to check a text. But the waving woman was already jogging toward me, and through the rearview mirror, I watched the other two straighten up, curious.

This was a mistake.

I climbed out anyway.

"Thank God," the woman said, stopping a few feet away. Up close, she was even better looking—five-seven of lean muscle and confidence, tattoos wrapping both arms in waves and geometric patterns that looked professionally done. Her eyes were dark brown, sharp with intelligence and something playful underneath. The kind of woman who knew exactly what she looked like and didn't apologize for it. "You're the first person we've seen in an hour."

"Roads are empty this time of day," I said, keeping my voice flat.

"Lucky us." She stuck out a hand. "Rae."

I shook it. Her palm was warm and calloused, grip firm, and she held on a beat longer than necessary. My brain registered the touch and immediately started suggesting things I had zero business thinking about. "Aaron."

"Aaron," she repeated. Those dark eyes swept over me once, quick but thorough. "You look like an Aaron."

"What does an Aaron look like?"

"Practical. Good with tools. Probably has a multitool in his glove box." Her grin widened. "Am I right?"

I did, but I wasn't about to give her the satisfaction.

"What happened?"

She jerked a thumb toward the van. "Belt snapped. We've got a spare, but none of us know how to put it on without making things worse."

The other two had wandered closer. The redhead moved with easy confidence, hips swaying just enough for me to notice. When she stopped beside Rae, I smelled citrus lotion—something clean and bright that cut through the seawater smell. Up close, her eyes were the kind of green that didn't exist in nature, framed by lashes that had to be real because nobody would fake ones that subtle. She had a dusting of freckles across her nose and cheekbones, which made her look incredibly cute.

"Lina," she said, offering a small smile that hit somewhere south of professional. "Thanks for stopping."

"Haven't done anything yet," I said.

"You stopped. That's something." Her voice was soft, measured—the kind of calm that came from talking people through panic at three in the morning. But there was warmth underneath it, and the way she looked at me suggested she'd already cataloged more than my willingness to help.

The third woman hung back, arms folded, notebook still in one hand. When she noticed me staring, she raised an eyebrow. Even that small gesture had an elegance to it—the tilt of her head, the way her glasses caught the light. She had high cheekbones and a mouth that was almost too perfect, the kind of face that made you forget what you were saying mid-sentence.

"Nora," she said. No handshake. "I'm a travel blogger and before you ask, yes, this is going in an article."

"Wasn't going to ask," I said.

"Most people do." She tilted her head, studying me with open curiosity. "You're an engineer, aren't you?"

I paused. "What makes you say that?"

"You looked at the van first. Haven't smiled once, either."

Rae laughed. "She does this. Don't take it personally."

"Wasn't planning to."I walked past them toward the van. Partly to avoid whatever follow-up observation Nora had ready, partly to put some distance between me and three gorgeous women before my brain caught up to what was happening. A broken-down van and three knockouts who all looked like different flavors of trouble. Yeah, this was definitely a mistake.

The engine bay was already open, propped with a stick that looked like it had been scavenged from the roadside. The serpentine belt had shredded itself across the pulleys, leaving black rubber confetti over half the engine block.

"You have the replacement?" I asked.

Rae jogged back to the van's side door and returned with a belt still in its package. "Got it ages ago. Guy at the auto shop said the old one would snap eventually and that replacing it wouldn't be hard."

"It's not hard," I said, taking it from her. "But it's not easy if you've never done it."

I set the belt on the fender and crouched beside the front tire, checking the pulleys for alignment. Rae leaned in over my shoulder, close enough that I noticed the scent of sunscreen and seawater, close enough to feel the warmth coming off her skin. "What do you need?"

"Space, mostly."

She didn't move. "I'm good at handing people tools."

"I don't need tools yet."

"Then I'll hover and look useful."

Lina crouched on the other side of the engine, hands folded, watching with quiet interest. The scrubs pulled tight across her thighs when she squatted, and I made myself focus on the engine block instead. Nora stayed back, but I could feel her gaze like a weight between my shoulder blades.

I traced the belt path with one finger, locking in the route, then fed the new belt into place. The first pulley took it clean. The second fought me, the rubber catching on a ridge of grime I had to scrape off with my thumbnail. Rae handed me a rag without being asked. I wiped the pulley down and tried again.

"So," Rae said, "are you running away from something or toward something?"

I didn't look up. "Why does it have to be either?"

"Because nobody drives the coast alone in a truck that old unless they're making a point."

"Maybe I like the truck."

"Maybe. But you've got that look."

"What look?"

"The one that says you torched something and keep checking the mirror to make sure it's still burning."

I fed the belt over the last pulley and straightened, turning to face her. She was grinning again, unbothered, like she'd just asked me about the weather. Lina looked mildly embarrassed. Nora had her pen poised over the notebook like she was taking notes for later.

"You always this direct?" I asked.

"Only when I like someone," Rae said.

I turned back to the engine and gave the belt a test spin. It ran smooth, no wobble, no catch. "Try it."

Rae slid into the driver's seat and turned the key. The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life. She revved it once, and the whole van shuddered like it was waking from a nap. "You're a miracle worker."

"It's a belt," I said.

She killed the engine and hopped out, brushing past me on her way to Lina. "We should pay him."

"I don't need—" I started, but Lina was already pulling a twenty-euro note from her jacket pocket.

"Take it," she said. "Please."

I didn't argue. Mostly because Rae was already climbing back into the van, and Nora was watching me with that too-clever look again, and I wanted to get back on the road before one of them asked another question I didn't want to answer.

I pocketed the twenty and headed for the truck.

I made it three steps. Behind me, the van coughed once and died.

Rae tried the ignition again. Nothing. She tried a third time. Still nothing.

"Okay," she called out the window. "That's less good."

I closed my eyes and counted to five.

When I turned back, all three of them were looking at me. Rae hopeful, Lina apologetic, Nora amused.

"Alternator's probably shot," I said.

"Can you fix that too?" Rae asked, leaning out the driver's side window.

"Not without parts," I said. "You'd need a replacement, and I don't carry spares for VW vans from the seventies."

"Great." She drummed her fingers on the door. "How far to the nearest town?"

"Forty kilometers, maybe more. There's nothing between here and there but empty road."

Lina glanced at the sky. The sun was a hand's width from the horizon, the light already going gold and thin. "We're not making it before dark."

I looked at the van. Then at the women. Then at the empty highway stretching south.

Forty kilometers to the next town. An hour, maybe less, with the tow strap. Then I'd drop them at a mechanic, point them toward a hostel, and be back on the road by sunset. Clean. Simple. Temporary.

The smart move was to keep driving. But I'd already stopped. Already made eye contact. The moment I'd hit the brakes, I'd lost the argument with myself.

"I can tow you," I said.

Rae laughed, wide and shameless. "You're a saint."

"I'm a guy with a tow strap." I walked back to the truck and dug the strap from the bed. "I get you to the next town, you find a mechanic, we go our separate ways."

"Deal," Rae said.
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The motel had a vacancy sign, but the guy behind the desk shook his head before I even finished asking. "Sorry, man. We have this convention in town," he said, not looking up from his phone. "…and sold out two weeks ago."

I turned back to the parking lot where the van sat crooked in the tow harness, its paint catching the last of the sunset like a bad watercolor. Rae leaned against the Tacoma's tailgate, arms crossed. She watched me through the glass door. When I stepped outside, she pushed off and met me halfway.

"Let me guess," she said as I walked back toward the truck.

"No rooms." I shook my head. "Guy behind the desk said they've got some convention in town. Sold out two weeks ago."

"Fantastic. What about hostels?"

"We tried two across the street. Same story everywhere—completely booked."

She glanced back at Lina and Nora, who were sitting on the curb splitting a bag of gas station pretzels. "So we're sleeping in the van."

"Your alternator's dead. You're not sleeping anywhere unless you want to bake."

Rae chewed her bottom lip, eyes drifting toward the truck bed. I saw the question forming before she asked it.

"No," I said.

"You have a camper shell."

"I also have one sleeping bag and a very specific plan to use it alone."

"We have sleeping bags too. And we'll be quiet, promise."

"You haven't been quiet since I met you."

She grinned, undeterred. "Come on. It's one night. We'll owe you."

"You already owe me a tow."

"Then we'll owe you twice." She stepped closer, lowering her voice just enough that I had to lean in to hear. "Please. We're not going to make it through the night in that van, and I don't trust the parking lot enough to leave the doors unlocked."

I looked past her to Lina and Nora. Lina was watching us with that calm, patient expression, like she already knew how this would end. Nora had her notebook out again, pen poised, and I had the uncomfortable feeling she was cataloging this entire negotiation for later use.

"One night," I said.

Rae's grin went supernova. "You won't regret it."

"I already do."

The camper shell wasn't built for four people. It was barely built for one if that person valued personal space and the ability to roll over without hitting a cooler. I'd lined the bed with a foam pad and the sleeping bag, wedged my duffel against the cab, and called it good enough. Now I was rearranging everything to make room for three women who'd already colonized the truck like it was a summer rental.

Rae claimed the spot nearest the tailgate, sprawling out on her back with her arms behind her head like she was stargazing. Lina folded herself into the corner by the cab. Legs tucked to one side. She'd bundled her jacket into a makeshift pillow. Nora sat cross-legged in the middle. She was still writing by the glow of her phone's flashlight.

I took what space was left along the driver's side, wedged between the wheel well and Rae's feet. The air inside the shell was close and warm. Sunscreen and pretzel salt. Whatever citrus lotion Lina had reapplied before climbing in.

"We're never going to fit," I said, looking at the cramped camper shell.

"Not with that attitude," Rae replied, already climbing in.

Lina shifted, adjusting her jacket pillow. "Thank you for this, Aaron. Really."

"Don't thank me yet. You haven't tried to sleep."

Rae's foot nudged my shoulder. "You're a pessimist."

"I'm a realist."

"Same thing, different marketing."

I closed my eyes and tried to pretend I was alone. It didn't work. Rae hummed something under her breath, off-key and wandering. Nora's pen kept scratching. Lina's breathing was soft and even, but every time she moved, her knee brushed my arm. The warmth of it sank through my shirt, distracting.

"Okay," Rae said after a few minutes of silence. "Ground rules. Who snores?"

"Not me," Lina said.

"Also not me," Nora added.

They both looked at me.

"I don't snore," I said.

"Everyone says that." Rae propped herself up on one elbow. "But statistically, someone in this truck is a liar."

"Go to sleep, Rae."

"I'm too wired." She flopped back down, her foot finding my ribs this time. "Tell us something."

"Like what?"

"Anything. Favorite food. Worst date. Why you're driving south alone in a truck older than me."

"The truck's not older than you."

"Close enough." She grinned at the ceiling. "Come on. We're stuck together. Might as well get to know each other."

I let the question hang. Nora's pen had stopped moving, and I could feel her attention shift toward me, curious and patient. Lina stayed quiet, but I caught her watching me in the dim light, her expression open.

"I sold my company," I said finally. "Took the buyout. Decided to drive for a while."

"That's the boring version," Rae said. "What's the real version?"

"That is the real version."

"No, the real version is why you look like you're running away from something."

I turned my head toward her. She was still grinning, but there was something sharper underneath it now, something that saw more than I wanted her to. "You ask a lot of questions for someone crashing in a stranger's truck."

"You let a lot of strangers into your truck for someone who likes being alone."

Lina cleared her throat softly. "Rae."

"What? I'm just saying."

"You're poking," Nora said.

"I'm curious."

"Same thing, different marketing," I said, echoing her line back at her.

Rae laughed, bright and sudden. "Okay. Fair. I'll stop."

She didn't, but the questions shifted to lighter territory—surf breaks she'd taught at, towns Nora had written about, patients Lina had worked with in emergency rooms across three states. I listened more than I talked, letting their voices fill the space, and somewhere in the middle of a story about a stolen surfboard in Baja, I fell asleep.

I woke to coffee and something sizzling. The camper shell was bright with morning light. When I sat up, my neck popped loud enough to make Lina glance over—she was crouched by the tailgate, camp stove balanced on the bumper.

"Morning," she said. "Sorry. Tried to be quiet."

"You were." I rubbed my face and looked around. Rae was gone, and Nora sat outside on the curb. "What time is it?"

"Just past seven."

I climbed out of the truck, bare feet hitting the pavement, and immediately regretted it. The asphalt was already warm, the sun climbing fast over the hills to the east. Lina handed me a tin camping mug filled with coffee that looked thick enough to patch a tire.

"It's strong," she warned.

I took a sip. It tasted like charcoal and regret. "It's perfect."

She smiled, turning back to the pan where she was frying eggs in a pool of butter.

"Rae went to find a mechanic. Should be back soon."

I nodded, sipping the coffee and watching Nora across the lot. She didn't look up, too focused on whatever she was writing, her free hand gesturing slightly like she was working through dialogue in her head.

"She writes everything down," Lina said, following my gaze. "Don't take it personally."

"Wasn't planning to."

"Rae says you're driving south."

"That's the plan."

"We're headed the same way. Costa Solana." She flipped the eggs with a practiced flick of the spatula. "It's a small surf town about three hours down the coast. Rae's running sessions at a surf school there, Nora's writing about it, and I've got a few weeks at the local clinic."

"Sounds like you've got it figured out."

"Mostly." She plated the eggs onto a paper towel and handed me one. "But our van's not going to make it. Not without a new alternator."

I ate the egg in four bites. It was good—buttery and soft, with black pepper that stuck to my teeth. "So what's the plan?"

"That depends on you."

I looked at her. She met my eyes, steady and calm, no pressure in her expression. Just a question hanging in the air, waiting.

"We'll split fuel costs," she said. "Help with food. Keep out of your way as much as we can. But if you're going south anyway…"

"You want a ride."

"We'd be grateful for one."

I drained the coffee and set the mug on the bumper. Rae was jogging back across the parking lot now, grinning like she'd won the lottery.

She pulled up beside the truck, barely winded. "Mechanic says three days minimum for the alternator. Maybe four."

"Four days?" Lina said.

"Parts have to come from Lisbon." Rae shrugged. "He says we can leave the van there, pick it up when it's ready."

Nora was watching me with that too-clever look again, waiting to see what I'd say.

I'd wanted silence. Distance. The kind of solitude that didn't ask questions or need answers.

But I'd also slept better last night than I had in a week, wedged into a corner with Rae's feet in my ribs and Lina's quiet breathing beside me.

"Three hours to Costa Solana?" I asked.

Lina nodded. "Give or take."

"Fine." I looked at Rae. "But I'm driving, and you're not touching the radio."

Rae's grin stretched wider. "Deal."

The highway opened up past the town, cutting through yellow hills dotted with live oaks and the occasional ranch house set back from the road. I kept the windows down because the morning was still cool, and the air smelled like saltwater and dry grass. Rae claimed the passenger seat, bare feet propped on the dashboard, her hair whipping around her face. Lina sat in the back with Nora, both of them wedged against their duffels, shoulders pressed together as the truck rattled over every crack in the pavement.

Rae had won the battle over the radio despite my warning. Now some indie folk song I didn't recognize spilled from the speakers, all banjo and earnest vocals. She sang along, off-key and completely unbothered, tapping her fingers against the doorframe in a rhythm that had nothing to do with the beat.

"You're going to crack the dashboard," I said.

"I'm barefoot. It's fine."

"That's not how physics works."

She turned, grinning. "You're very serious, you know that?"

"And you're very—" I stopped. Searched for the word.

"Not serious?" She grinned. "I prefer 'optimistic.'"

"That's not the word I was thinking."

"Good thing I don't care what you think."

She stretched her arms overhead, arching her back, and I saw the flash of her ribcage under the tank top before I forced my eyes back to the road. "You need people like me to keep people like you from turning into robots."

"I'm not a robot."

"You drive like one."

"I drive safely."

"Same thing."

I almost smiled. Didn't let it land.

In the rearview mirror, Lina was leaning her head against the window, eyes half-closed, face angled toward the sun. Nora had her notebook balanced on her thigh again, writing in bursts, pausing to look out at the hills. Every so often, she'd glance up and catch me watching. The first time, I looked away. The second time, she raised an eyebrow and went back to her notes without commenting.

An hour in, Rae spotted a turnout overlooking the ocean and made me pull over. "It's too pretty to ignore," she insisted, already unbuckling before I'd even stopped.

The cliff dropped away in jagged terraces, scrub and wildflowers clinging to the rocks. Below, the ocean moved in slow, dark swells, the surface glittering under the midday sun. Rae kicked off her sandals and picked her way barefoot across the rocks, arms out for balance, laughing when she wobbled. Lina followed more carefully, crouching near the edge to peer down at the water. Nora stayed by the truck, leaning against the hood, scribbling something in her notebook.

I grabbed a water bottle from the cooler and stood beside her, looking out.

"Good material?" I asked.

"Always." She clicked her pen and tucked it into the spine. "You don't talk much."

"You talk enough for both of us."

She smiled at that—small, quick, genuine. "Occupational hazard. I'm used to filling silence."

"And what are you filling it with?"

"Right now? You."

I glanced at her. "Should I be worried?"

"Depends. Do you care how you come across in print?"

"Not especially."

"Good." She flipped the notebook closed. "Most people do. Makes them boring."

Rae shouted something from the rocks, waving both arms. Lina had found a tidal pool and was crouched beside it, hair falling forward as she dipped her fingers into the water. The light hit her just right, catching the red in her hair and the curve of her neck, and for a moment, I forgot I was supposed to be looking at the ocean.

"They're not subtle," Nora said.

"What?"

"Rae and Lina. They like you."

"They don't know me."

"I think you're a good guy. The question is whether you'll let us get to know you more."

I looked away with no answer. Mostly because I didn't have one.
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Costa Solana appeared two hours later, tucked into a crescent bay where the cliffs gave way to sand. The town was small—a main street lined with surf shops and cafes, whitewashed buildings with terracotta roofs, and a campground perched on the bluff overlooking the water. I followed Rae's directions through narrow streets until we pulled into a gravel lot dotted with RVs and tents. The ocean stretched out beyond the edge of the property, dark blue and constant.

The campground host was in his sixties, weathered and sun-damaged in the way that came from decades outdoors. His Portuguese accent was thick enough that I had to lean in to catch every third word. He showed us to a spot near the cliff edge. The women unpacked with practiced efficiency. Lina set up a small camp kitchen. Nora claimed a corner with her laptop. Rae headed for the beach to check the surf.

I grabbed my toiletry bag and went to find the showers.

When I came back twenty minutes later, hair still wet and towel over my shoulder, Rae was waiting. Surfboard under one arm, wetsuit dangling from the other, blocking my path with the kind of enthusiasm that didn't take no for an answer. She'd changed into a one-piece that looked built for waves—black with a zip front pulled low enough to show the curve of her breasts, the fabric molded to her body like it had been painted on. Cut high on the hips, showing off those long, toned legs and the flat plane of her stomach. Water droplets traced slow paths down her neck, over her collarbone, disappearing into her cleavage. Her dark hair hung loose and damp past her shoulders, wild and tangled from salt water, framing a face that could've sold anything. She looked like a wet dream with a surfboard, and heat shot straight through me, my body responding before my brain caught up. I had to actively remind myself not to stare—and failed.

"You're coming with me," she said.

"I don't surf."

"Neither did half my students before I taught them." She shoved the wetsuit at my chest. I caught it reflexively, the neoprene still damp and smelling like salt and rubber. "You've got an hour before Lina gets back from the clinic, and Nora's writing. Don't waste it sitting in the truck."

"I wasn't planning to waste it. I was planning to do nothing."

"Yeah, that's the problem." She grinned and started walking toward the beach trail before I could argue further. "Come on, Aaron. You drove us three hours. Least I can do is teach you how to stand on water."

I looked down at the wetsuit. Then at her retreating back, board tucked under her arm, hips swaying as she navigated the rocky path in bare feet. The one-piece rode up slightly with each step, clinging to the curve of her ass in a way that made it impossible not to notice. I told myself I didn't want to go. Told myself I'd spent enough time in close quarters with these women and that I needed space to think.

Then I put on the wetsuit and followed her.

The water was colder than it looked. It hit me at the thighs, the shock of it tightening my chest. Rae laughed like she'd been waiting for exactly that. Already waist-deep, wetsuit zipped to her collarbone, hair slicked back

"It's fine once you get moving," she called.

"That's what people say about hypothermia."

"Drama queen." She paddled closer, pushing the board ahead of her. "Okay. First lesson. Lie flat on your stomach and paddle out past the break. I'll be right behind you."

I did what she said, mostly because arguing with her required more energy than I had. The board wobbled under me as I stretched out, and the first wave slapped me in the face hard enough to make my eyes water. Rae laughed again, bright and unbothered, and paddled alongside me with the kind of ease that came from years of practice.

Past the break, the water smoothed into long, rolling swells. I sat up on the board, legs dangling, and she mirrored me, close enough that our knees almost touched.

"See?" she said. "Not so bad."

"I'm wet and cold."

"But you're out here." She splashed me lightly, grinning. "That's progress."

I wiped the water from my face and looked back toward shore. The beach was a thin strip of sand dotted with driftwood and seagrass. Beyond it, the campground spread out in neat rows of RVs and tents, the Tacoma visible near the edge of the lot. From here, everything looked smaller. Quieter.

"Okay," Rae said, pulling my attention back. "When the right wave comes, you're going to paddle hard, pop up to your feet, and try not to die."

"Inspiring."

"I'm a realist." She winked and turned to scan the horizon. A set was building in the distance, dark lines rising against the lighter blue. She pointed. "That one. Third in the set. You ready?"

"No."

"Perfect."

She counted down the waves, and when the third one started to rise beneath us, she shouted for me to paddle. I dug in, arms burning, the board accelerating under me as the wave caught it. Rae's voice cut through the roar of water—"Pop up! Now!"—and I tried. Got my hands under me, pushed up, one foot forward, the other sliding into place⁠—

And then I was in the water, tumbling sideways, the leash yanking the board back toward me like a rubber band. I surfaced, coughing, and Rae was already paddling over, laughing so hard she almost fell off her own board.

"That was terrible," she said.

"Thanks."

"But you tried. That's something." She reached out and squeezed my shoulder, her hand warm even through the cold water. "Again."

We went again. And again. I fell every time, but each attempt got a little closer. By the fifth wave, I managed to stay upright for three seconds before the board shot out from under me and I face-planted into the surf. When I came up, Rae was cheering like I'd just won a championship.

"You did it!" she shouted.

"I fell."

"But you stood first!" She paddled closer, close enough that I could see the water droplets clinging to her eyelashes, the way her grin softened into something almost proud. "You're not half bad for a guy who hates chaos."

"I don't hate chaos."

"You tolerate it under protest." She reached out and pushed a strand of wet hair off my forehead, her fingers brushing my temple. The touch was casual, easy, but it lingered half a second longer than it needed to. "Come on. One more, then we'll head in."

The last wave was smaller, cleaner. I paddled hard, popped up, and this time my feet found the board and stayed there. I rode it for maybe ten seconds, knees bent, arms out, the world narrowing to the sound of water rushing under me and Rae's whoop of approval somewhere behind me. When I finally lost balance and pitched forward, the grin was already there.

Back on the beach, I peeled off the wetsuit and toweled dry while Rae rinsed the boards in the freshwater shower near the parking lot. Nora sat on the tailgate of the truck, legs swinging, staring at the horizon. She turned to look at me when I approached.

"You survived," she said.

"Barely."

"Rae's a good teacher."

"Rae's relentless."

"That's what makes her good at it." Nora tilted her head, watching Rae rinse the boards with the kind of fond exasperation that came from years of friendship. "She doesn't let people quit on themselves. Drove me crazy the first month we traveled together—always pushing, always another beach, another wave. But she was right. I needed someone who wouldn't let me hide behind my laptop."

She closed the notebook and set it aside. "You're fun to watch, Aaron. Most people are predictable. You're not…somehow."

"That supposed to be a compliment?"

"Just an observation." She hopped off the tailgate and stretched, arms overhead, her blouse riding up to expose a strip of pale stomach. The fabric pulled tight across her chest, revealing the outline of her bra beneath the linen.

"But…yeah. I like you. You're honest even when you're trying not to be."

She stepped closer, close enough that I could smell whatever perfume she wore—something clean and expensive. Her eyes held mine for a beat longer than casual, a smile playing at the corner of her mouth. Then she brushed past me toward the beach, her shoulder grazing mine, leaving me standing there with the towel in one hand and the uncomfortable feeling that she'd seen straight through me—and liked what she saw.

Lina got back an hour later, still in her scrubs, hair pulled into a ponytail that had started to come loose. She found me sitting on the picnic table outside the camper, poking at a splinter I'd picked up from the surfboard. She set her bag down and sat beside me without asking, taking my wrist gently in both hands.

"Let me see," she said.

I held still while she turned my hand over, her fingers cool and sure. The splinter was small, barely visible, but she found it immediately and pulled a pair of tweezers from her bag. "This'll sting a little."

"I'll survive."

She smiled at that—soft, brief—and got to work. Her touch was light, precise, and I found myself watching her face instead of my hand. She had a small scar near her hairline, barely noticeable unless you were this close, and freckles that scattered across her cheeks like constellations. When she pulled the splinter free, she held it up to the light, triumphant.

"Got it." She dabbed the spot with an alcohol wipe and pressed a Band-Aid over it, smoothing the edges with her thumb. "You're all set."

"Thanks."

She didn't let go of my wrist right away. Just held it, her eyes lifting to meet mine, and for a moment, neither of us said anything. The campground was quiet around us, the distant sound of waves and someone's radio playing classic rock two sites over.

"You're good at this," I said.

"It's my job."

"I mean the other part. Being patient with people. Making them feel like you care."

Her expression shifted, something warm flickering across her face. "That's because I do care."

"Most people don't. Not really."

"Most people haven't worked emergency rooms." She tucked the tweezers back into her bag. "You learn pretty fast that everyone who walks through those doors is scared, even when they're pretending not to be. And sometimes all they need is for someone to slow down and actually see them."

She looked at me then, really looked, and I had the uncomfortable feeling she was doing exactly that.

"What?" I said.

"Just wondering what you're scared of."

I hesitated. The honest answer was complicated—failure, maybe. Or success that didn't mean anything. Being seen too clearly by someone who knew how to look. But before I could figure out which version to give her, she stood and brushed off her scrubs.

"Come on. Rae wants to hit the bar in town, and Nora's already plotting how to expense the drinks."

The bar was small, weathered, and smelled like old wood and lime. Locals packed the tables near the pool table, and a couple of surfers leaned against the bar nursing beers and sunburns. We claimed a booth near the window, Rae sliding in first, then me, then Lina. Nora took the opposite side, spreading out like she owned the place.

The bartender brought over a round without asking, and Rae toasted to "good waves and better company." We drank, and the conversation drifted—surf conditions, Nora's latest column, a patient Lina had treated that morning who'd come in with a fishhook stuck in his thumb.

An older guy at the bar glanced over at us, then leaned toward his buddy and said something I couldn't hear. His buddy laughed and looked our way, gaze sliding over the table. Then the first guy called out, grinning. "You folks on vacation?"

"Something like that," Rae said.

"Lucky man," the guy said, nodding toward me. "Traveling with three girlfriends."

I opened my mouth to correct him, but Rae's knee pressed against mine under the table. Firm. Deliberate.

Across from me, Nora smirked into her drink. Lina's smile was small and shy, her eyes flicking to mine before she looked away.

"Yes," I said finally. "Lucky."

Rae's grin stretched wider, and her knee stayed exactly where it was.
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The docks smelled like salt and diesel and fish guts baking in the sun. Nora led me down a wooden pier that creaked under our feet, her notebook already open, pen tapping against her thigh. She'd asked me to come along that morning—said she was looking for locals to talk to for her column, and I had nothing better to do.

She'd dressed for the heat—a white tank top that left her midriff bare, showing off the lean lines of her stomach, and black leggings that clung to every curve. The fabric wrapped around her thighs and ass in a way that made it hard not to look. She was slim, all sharp angles and confidence, but her breasts were full enough to strain against the tank top with each step. Every time she moved ahead of me on the pier, I couldn't help watching the sway of her hips, the way sunlight caught in her dark hair.

We were late. The sun was already high, most of the boats tied up, their morning catch long since sold or stored. The pier was nearly empty except for one old man at the far end, mending a net spread across his lap like a blanket.

He had to be seventy, maybe older, skin the color and texture of old leather, hands gnarled from decades of salt water and rope. When we approached, he looked up briefly, then went back to his work without acknowledging us.

"Bom dia," Nora said.

He grunted something in Portuguese that didn't sound particularly welcoming.

"I'm writing about the town," she continued in English. "Mind if I ask you a few questions?"

"Busy." His accent was thick, but the dismissal was clear.

Nora glanced at me, frustration already flickering across her face. I looked out at the harbor. Every boat was in. The water was calm, glassy. No wind to speak of.

"Why's everyone back already?" I asked. "It's not even noon."

The old man's hands paused on the net. He looked up at me, eyes sharp and assessing. "You fish?"

"No."

"Then why do you care?"

"Curious."

He studied me for a long moment, then set the net aside with a sigh. "Currents. They shift this time of year. Morning's the only time worth going out. After that, you're fighting the water, wasting fuel." He gestured toward the horizon. "Current runs north to south along the coast. Strong. You go out late, you spend half your time just staying in place."

"So you work with it," I said. "Not against it."

"Exactly." He picked up the net again, but his movements were slower now, less dismissive. "Most people don't understand that. They think if they work harder, push harder, they can force it. But the ocean doesn't care how hard you work. It goes where it goes."

Nora's pen was moving now, quick scratches across the page.

"Is that what you teach new fishermen?" I asked.

"I don't teach anyone anymore. The young ones, they don't listen." He pulled a strand of twine tight, tested it, then reached for his knife to cut it. "They think they know better. GPS, sonar, gadgets. They forget the ocean's been here longer than any of us."

"Sounds like the old ways are dying out."

He snorted. "The old ways work. That's why they're old." He looked at me again, that sharp gaze cutting through.

"You know about volta do mar?"

"No."

"Turn of the sea." He set down the knife and leaned back, his expression shifting into something almost nostalgic. "When the Portuguese first tried to sail down the African coast, they couldn't do it. Wind and current, both against them. Every ship that tried to go straight south got pushed back or wrecked."

"So what did they do?"

"They stopped trying to go straight." He smiled, showing gaps where teeth used to be. "They sailed west instead. Out into the Atlantic. Away from where they wanted to go. Seemed like madness—captains thought they'd mutiny. But out there, they caught different winds, different currents. Let those carry them in a wide arc, and eventually they curved back. Landed right where they wanted to be."

I felt something shift in my chest. "So they went the wrong way to get to the right place."

"Not the wrong way. The only way." He picked up the net again. "Sometimes the current's against you. You can fight it, waste all your strength, go nowhere. Or you can let it take you, trust you'll find your way back." His eyes locked on mine.

Nora had stopped writing. She was watching both of us now, something turning over behind her eyes.

"Most people spend their whole lives pushing against the water," the old man continued. "They think the direct route is always best. But the ocean doesn't care what you think. You either learn to work with it or you drown trying."

"And if you don't know where you're going?" I asked, not sure where the question had come from.

He laughed—rough and genuine. "Then you're already ahead of the ones who think they do. The ocean teaches you where you need to be. You just have to stop fighting long enough to listen."

Nora asked a few more questions after that, her voice softer now. The old man—Manuel, as he finally told us—opened up. Talked about fish migration, how the tourists had changed the town, the way his grandfather had taught him to read the weather. She filled three pages with notes, and when we finally stood to leave, he shook her hand, then mine.

His grip was strong, callused, warm.

"Good luck," he said to me.

We walked back along the pier in silence. The sun pressed down, and the boats rocked gently in their slips. Nora's pen stayed tucked in her notebook. She didn't write. Just walked beside me, close enough that our shoulders brushed every few steps.

When we reached the end of the dock, she stopped and turned to face me. "He saw right through you."

"He's perceptive."

"That's why I like him." She studied me, head tilted. "You're taking the long way, aren't you?"

"Maybe."

"Definitely." She stepped closer. Close enough that I could see the flecks of gold in her eyes, the way her lips curved just slightly at the corner. "And for what it's worth, I think it's working."

"Is it?" I asked.

"Definitely." Her hand came up, fingers brushing my jaw. "You looked lost when we met you. You don't anymore."

The air between us felt thick, charged. Her thumb traced the line of my cheekbone, and before I could think of what to say, she leaned in and kissed me.

It wasn't tentative. Nora didn't do tentative. Her mouth was sure and deliberate, her free hand fisting in my shirt to pull me closer. She tasted like coffee with a hint of sugar, or maybe honey. The kiss deepened, her tongue sliding against mine, and I felt the world narrow to just this: the warmth of her mouth, the press of her body, the way her fingers tightened in my shirt like she was anchoring herself.

When she finally stepped back, her breathing was uneven, her eyes bright. She didn't let go of my shirt. "I've been wanting to do that since the first time I saw you."

"Took you long enough", I said with a smile.

She laughed, sharp and breathless. "I was waiting to see if you'd figure it out first."

"And?"

"Well, you didn't." She released my shirt and smoothed the wrinkles she'd made. "But that's okay. I like being direct."

She turned and started walking back toward town, leaving me standing there on the dock with the taste of her still on my lips and the fisherman's words ringing in my head.

I looked out at the ocean—flat and endless and impossible to predict.

Then I followed her.
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The days in Costa Solana fell into a rhythm. Mornings meant helping Rae with her surf classes—holding boards, wrangling kids, learning more about tides and swells than I'd ever thought I'd need. Afternoons, Nora dragged me around town while she hunted down stories, her notebook filling with interviews and observations. Evenings, all four of us cooked together at the campsite, passed wine around the fire, fell asleep tangled in the camper shell or under the stars.

Nobody asked questions. Nobody needed to.

Three days after the docks, Lina stumbled back to camp at dawn, still in her scrubs, dark circles under her eyes from a twelve-hour night shift. She crashed in the camper while Rae headed out for morning lessons and Nora disappeared into town chasing a lead on some local festival.

I spent the morning fixing a loose hinge on the cooler and replacing a frayed bungee cord on the truck bed. Just after noon, Lina emerged, hair damp from a shower, wearing jeans and a soft gray t-shirt that clung to her in all the right places.

"You sleep okay?" I asked.

"Like the dead." She stretched, arms overhead, and the shirt rode up enough to show a strip of pale skin above her waistband. "What are you doing?"

"Pretending to be useful."

"Want to do something actually useful?" She nodded toward the point where the cliffs jutted out into the ocean. "There's an old lighthouse up there. I've been wanting to check it out before I leave."

I glanced at the sky. Dark clouds were stacking up on the horizon, the kind that meant rain by evening. "Looks like weather moving in."

"We've got time. A few hours at least." She grabbed a water bottle from the cooler and looked at me, green eyes bright despite the lack of sleep. "You coming or not?"

I grabbed my jacket. "Let's go."

The trail started behind the campground, a narrow dirt path that wound through scrub grass and wildflowers before opening onto the cliffs. The ocean stretched out to our left, dark blue and restless, the sound of waves constant and grounding. Lina walked ahead of me, her stride easy and confident, and I couldn't stop watching the way her jeans hugged her hips with every step. The denim was worn soft, fitted perfectly, and the way she moved—hips swaying just a little more than necessary—made it clear she knew exactly what she was doing.

She glanced back over her shoulder, saw me watching, and smiled. Didn't say anything. Just kept walking.

The path climbed steadily, cutting between patches of gorse and low stone walls half-reclaimed by moss. The air smelled like salt and wild thyme, and the wind off the ocean was strong enough to whip Lina's hair across her face. She tucked it behind her ear with one hand, the other swinging loose at her side.

"I love this," she said after a few minutes of silence.

"The view?"

"The walking." She gestured at the trail ahead, the cliffs, the ocean beyond. "I think better when I'm moving. Always have."

"How so?"

"It's like my brain can't settle when I'm sitting still. Too much noise." She paused to let me catch up, then fell into step beside me. "When I was working in the ER, I'd walk laps around the parking lot on my breaks. Sometimes two, three miles before my shift even started. The other nurses thought I was crazy."

"Were you?"

She laughed. "Probably. But it helped. Cleared my head. Let me leave the bad stuff outside before I went back in."

"What kind of bad stuff?"

Her expression shifted—something darker passing across her face before she pushed it away. "The kind you can't fix. Patients who come in too late. Families who don't get to say goodbye." She looked out at the ocean. "You do what you can, but sometimes it's not enough. And if you don't find a way to let it go, it eats you alive."

"Is that why you left?"

"Part of it." She kicked at a loose stone on the path, sent it tumbling over the edge of the cliff. "I loved the work. Loved helping people. But I couldn't keep doing it at that pace. Twelve-hour shifts, six days a week, no time to breathe. I was burning out, and I knew if I didn't leave, I'd end up making a mistake that mattered."

"So you started traveling."

"So I started traveling." She smiled, lighter now. "Turns out moving around keeps me from getting too comfortable. Too settled. I like that—never knowing what's next, always having a reason to keep walking."

We walked in silence for a while, the trail narrowing as it hugged the cliff edge. The drop-off to our right was sheer, a hundred feet down to jagged rocks and churning water. Lina didn't seem fazed. Just kept moving with that easy confidence, hips swaying, shoulders loose.

"What about you?" she asked. "You think better when you're moving?"

"I used to think better when I was working."

"And now?"

"Now I'm not sure I think at all. Just drive."

She glanced at me, her expression curious but not pitying. "Maybe that's what you need. Stop thinking for a while. Let the road do the work."

"Is that what you do?"

"Most of the time." She paused, looked back at the ocean. "But lately I've been thinking more. About what comes after."

"After what?"

"After this. After Costa Solana. After the next contract." She turned to face me, and there was vulnerability in her eyes—something she usually kept hidden. "I like moving, Aaron. But I'm starting to wonder if there's a difference between moving toward something and just running away."

I didn't have an answer for that. Hell, I wasn't sure I had an answer for myself.

She held my gaze for a moment, then smiled—soft, almost shy—and turned back to the trail. "Come on. Lighthouse isn't going to explore itself."

I followed her, watching the way her hips moved with each step, the way the wind caught her hair, the way she seemed completely at ease out here on the edge of the world.

And I wondered if maybe we were both running. Just in the same direction.

The lighthouse appeared around the next bend—white stone tower rising against the darkening sky, paint peeling in places but still solid. A small keeper's house sat at its base, windows boarded up, but the tower itself looked intact. To my surprise, the door was unlocked. Just a simple latch that lifted when Lina pushed.

"Guess they don't worry about vandals out here," she said, stepping inside.

The interior was cool and dim, smelling faintly of salt and old stone. A spiral staircase wound up the center, iron railings worn smooth by decades of hands. We climbed slowly, footsteps echoing, passing small rooms off the main shaft—storage closets, a tiny office with a desk still bolted to the floor, a narrow bunk room with rusted bed frames.

At the top, the staircase opened into a round chamber lined with windows. The light mechanism was long gone, but the view was incredible. Three-sixty degrees of ocean and coast—cliffs dropping away to jagged rocks below, the town of Costa Solana visible to the south, and to the north, nothing but empty coastline stretching toward the horizon. The storm clouds I'd spotted earlier were closer now, rolling in fast, turning the water dark and choppy.

"This is amazing," Lina said, moving to the windows. She pressed her palms against the glass, leaning forward to look down at the rocks below. The wind was picking up, rattling the old frames, and I could see whitecaps forming on the waves.

A door on the far side led to the exterior balcony. Lina pushed it open, and we stepped out into the wind. It hit hard, whipping her hair across her face, tugging at our clothes. The view from outside was even better—unobstructed, raw, the ocean stretching endlessly ahead. But the storm was moving faster than I'd expected. The clouds were almost overhead now, dark and heavy, and the first thick raindrops hit my face like cold pebbles.

"We should get inside," I said, raising my voice over the wind.

Lina nodded, already turning back. We ducked through the door just as the rain opened up—sudden and violent, drumming against the stone walls and hammering the windows. The wind howled around the tower, and I could see sheets of rain sweeping across the ocean, turning everything gray.

Inside the round chamber, we were completely sheltered. The storm raged outside—rain lashing against the windows, wind screaming past—but in here it was kinda quiet. Warm, even. The thick stone walls muffled everything, turning the chaos into distant white noise.

Lina stood by the window, watching the rain. Her breathing was still quick from the sprint inside, her shirt damp at the shoulders. She turned to look at me, and there was something in her expression—softer than usual, more open.

"I love this," she said.

"The storm?"

"Being inside while it's happening." She smiled. "Rain outside, safe and dry inside. It's... cozy. Makes me feel like nothing can touch me."

She stepped closer. Close enough that I could see the water droplets clinging to her hair, the way her green eyes reflected the dim light filtering through the rain-streaked windows. Her hand found mine, fingers threading through, warm and sure.

"Aaron," she said quietly.

She didn't wait for me to respond. Just leaned in and kissed me.

Her lips were soft, warm, and she took her time—no rush, no hesitation. Just steady pressure that made my pulse kick up. Her hand slid from mine to the back of my neck, fingers curling into my hair, and when her tongue traced my lower lip, I opened for her. The kiss deepened, slow and exploring, and she tasted faintly of mint toothpaste.

When she finally pulled back, her eyes were half-closed, her breathing uneven. "I want you."

Her palm flattened against my chest, feeling my heartbeat through my shirt. "I've wanted you since the first night."

Then she kissed me again—hungrier now, less careful. Her body melted into mine, and I felt every curve, the heat of her through our clothes. Her hands dropped to my belt, worked the buckle open with quick, certain movements that told me she knew exactly what she wanted.

I reached for her shirt, pulled it up. She lifted her arms without breaking the kiss, and the fabric came off in one smooth motion. Her bra was simple—white cotton, nothing fancy—but when I unhooked it and it fell away, I forgot how to think. Her breasts were pale and perky, freckles scattered across her chest, nipples already hard from the cold or want or both.

I sank down, buried my face in the warmth of her skin, kissing the curve of her breast, the hollow between them, the soft swell underneath. She gasped, her fingers threading through my hair, holding me there. When I found her nipple with my lips, she moaned—low and breathless—and arched into me.

"God, Aaron…this is so good," she whispered.

I moved to the other breast, tongue circling her nipple before taking it into my mouth. She tasted like salt and the sounds she was making—soft, needy—made me want to hear more. Her hands tightened in my hair, and I felt her hips press against mine, seeking friction.

I backed her against the stone wall, hands on her hips, and she went willingly, her breath coming faster. Her fingers finished with my belt and moved to the button of my jeans, popping it open, sliding the zipper down. When her hand slipped inside and wrapped around me, I groaned against her mouth.

"Fuck, Lina."

"I know." Her grip was firm, confident, and she stroked me once, twice, her thumb brushing the tip. "I want to feel you."

I reached for her jeans, unbuttoned them, slid the zipper down. She helped me push them over her hips, kicking them off along with her shoes until she was standing there in just her underwear—simple white cotton that somehow made her look even sexier. I hooked my fingers in the waistband and pulled them down, and she stepped out of them without hesitation.

She was beautiful. Pale skin dusted with freckles, the soft curve of her hips, the neat patch of red hair between her thighs. I ran my hand up the inside of her leg, felt her shiver, and when I reached the heat of her, she was already wet.

"Aaron," she breathed, her head falling back against the stone.

I slid one finger inside her, then two, and she gasped, her hips rolling forward into my hand. She was tight and slick, and the sounds she made—soft whimpers, broken gasps—drove me crazy. I worked her slowly, thumb circling her clit, and her hand tightened on my shoulder, nails digging in.

"I need you," she said, her voice rough. "Now."

I didn't argue. Kicked off my jeans, lined myself up, and when I pushed inside her, we both groaned. She was hot and tight, and the way she wrapped around me made my vision blur. I gave her a moment to adjust, then started to move—slow at first, finding a rhythm, but she rolled her hips to meet me, urging me faster.

"Harder," she whispered against my ear. "Don't hold back."

I braced one hand against the wall beside her head and drove into her, deep and steady. Her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me closer, and her hands roamed over my back, my shoulders, leaving trails of heat in their wake. The sound of our bodies coming together filled the small chamber, mixing with the rain hammering the windows and the distant roar of the storm.

She was close. I could feel it in the way her breathing hitched, the way her muscles tightened around me. I reached between us, found her clit, and rubbed in tight circles. She cried out, her back arching, and her whole body went taut.

"Aaron—God—I'm⁠—"

She came hard, her inner walls clenching around me, her nails raking down my back. The sensation pushed me over the edge. I buried myself as deep as I could go and let go, the orgasm slamming through me so hard my knees almost buckled. I held her against the wall, both of us shaking, breathing in ragged gasps.

We stayed pressed against the stone wall, neither of us willing to move. The storm hammered the windows, but inside, wrapped in each other, everything felt still. Her heartbeat thundered against my chest, matching mine.

Finally, Lina lifted her head from my shoulder and kissed me—soft, sweet, a little dazed. "Wow."

"That's one word for it."

She laughed, breathless. "We should get caught in storms more often."

I pulled out slowly, and she winced a little, then smiled. We gathered our clothes in silence, the air between us warm and easy. Outside, the rain was starting to ease, the worst of the storm passing. But in here, wrapped in stone and the lingering heat of what we'd just done, it felt like nothing could touch us.

Lina pulled her shirt back on and came to stand beside me at the window, her shoulder pressed against mine. "Thank you," she said quietly.

"For what?"

"For stopping. For being here for me, for us." She looked up at me, her green eyes bright.

I didn't have an answer for that. So I just kissed her again, and we stood there together, watching the storm fade into the distance.

But as we started the walk back down the trail, something gnawed at me. Three days ago, Nora had kissed me on the docks. And now this—Lina against the lighthouse wall, both of us still catching our breath.

I wanted to believe it was fine. That they were all okay with whatever this was becoming. Nobody had said anything. Nobody seemed bothered. But I couldn't shake the feeling that I was walking a line I didn't fully understand, and sooner or later, someone was going to ask questions I didn't have answers for.

Lina's hand found mine as we navigated the rocky path, her fingers warm and certain.

I prayed to God I wasn't about to screw this up.
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A few days passed in easy rhythm. Mornings with Rae at the beach, afternoons trailing Nora through town, evenings with all four of us around the fire. Nobody talked about what was happening between us. It just... was.

On the fifth morning, Rae asked me to help with her intermediate class. "I've got a girl who's struggling," she said over coffee. "Twelve years old, terrified of the water. Parents signed her up thinking it'd help, but she won't even get past the shallows. I thought maybe... I don't know, sometimes kids respond better to someone who isn't the official teacher. You've got that calm thing going for you."

"What do you need me to do?"

"Just be there. Talk to her if she'll let you. No pressure." She looked at me over the rim of her coffee cup. "You're good at that. Being present without pushing."

The girl's name was Sofia. Small for twelve, dark hair in two tight braids, eyes that darted toward the ocean and then away like she was expecting it to attack. While the rest of the class paddled out, she sat on her board in the shallows, knees pulled up, hands gripping the rails.

Rae nodded toward her. I walked over and sat down in the sand a few feet away.

"Not a fan of the ocean?" I asked.

Sofia shook her head.

"Me neither. Not really."

She looked at me, surprised. "Then why are you here?"

"Good question." I picked up a handful of sand and let it run through my fingers. "I guess because someone I trust said it was worth trying."

"Is it?"

"Don't know yet. Still figuring it out."

She was quiet for a moment, watching the other kids catch waves in the distance. "What if I can't do it?"

"Then you can't. No big deal."

"My parents paid a lot of money."

"That's their problem, not yours." I glanced at her. "You want to try, or you want to sit here?"

She bit her lip. "I don't know."

"Okay. Then just sit here until you do."

I stood and walked back toward Rae, who was watching from a few yards up the beach. "Give her space," I said. "She'll come around or she won't."

Rae studied me for a moment, then nodded. "Alright. We'll see."

Fifteen minutes later, Sofia stood. Picked up her board. Walked into the water up to her waist and looked back at me.

I walked out to meet her.

"Okay," she said. "What do I do?"

"You just float for now. Get used to the board under you. No waves yet."

She climbed on, belly down, and I held the board steady while she found her balance. The water rocked us gently. She gripped the rails so hard her knuckles went white.

"Breathe," I said.

She did. Slowly. After a minute, her hands relaxed.

"Good. Now just stay there. Feel how the board moves with the water, not against it."

We stayed like that for ten minutes. No waves, no pressure. Just floating. When a small swell rolled under us, she flinched but didn't bail. By the time Rae called the class in, Sofia was smiling.

"You did good," I told her as we walked back to shore.

"I didn't stand up."

"You got in the water. That's the hard part."

She looked at me, serious. "Will you be here tomorrow?"

"Wouldn't miss it."

Rae found me an hour later at the outdoor showers near the edge of the campground. The stalls were just wooden walls with no roofs, open to the sky, tucked into a grove of eucalyptus trees. The wind was picking up, rattling the branches overhead, and the campground was quiet—most people were at the beach or in town.

I'd just turned on the water when I heard footsteps on the gravel behind me.

"Aaron."

I turned. Rae stood at the entrance to the stall, still in her black one-piece from the morning's lesson. The suit clung to her like a second skin, highlighting every lean line of her body—narrow waist, flat stomach, the sharp cut of her hip bones. Water still dripped from her hair, ran down her shoulders, disappeared into the suit's neckline. She looked like she'd just stepped out of the ocean, all salt and sun and effortless confidence.

"Hey," I said.

"Hey." She stepped inside and pulled the flimsy door shut behind her. "Got room for one more?"

My pulse kicked up. "Rae, I don't know if⁠—"

"I know this is... I know it's a lot." She reached for the zipper at her chest but paused, her hand resting there. "If you don't want this, just say so. I won't be weird about it."

"It's not that I don't want to. I just... Lina and Nora⁠—"

"We talk, Aaron. All of us." She pulled the zipper down slowly, the suit peeling away from her skin. "We know what's happening. And we're okay with it. I promise."

The suit dropped to the floor. She stood there, completely naked, water running over her shoulders and between her breasts.

She was all lean muscle and sun-kissed skin—narrow waist, flat stomach with the faint definition of abs, hipbones that jutted sharp above strong thighs. Her breasts were small and perky, nipples already hard from the cold water or anticipation or both. Every line of her body spoke of hours in the ocean, the kind of fitness that came from living in salt water rather than a gym. She was tight, compact, beautiful in a way that made my mouth go dry and my cock twitch hard against my shorts.

For a moment she just looked at me, and there was something in her expression that wasn't the usual fearless grin—something softer, more uncertain.

"I've wanted this since the first day," she said quietly. "Wanted you. But if you need time, or if this is too much⁠—"

I stepped forward and kissed her.

She melted into me, her arms wrapping around my neck, and I felt the tension leave her body. The kiss was slow at first, exploratory, but it deepened quickly. Her hands moved to my chest, fingers splaying over my ribs, and when I pulled her closer, she gasped against my mouth. I felt her small breasts press against me, nipples hard points against my skin, and the heat of her body cut through the cold spray.

"Aaron..."

I backed her under the spray, the water running over both of us, and kissed her again. She pressed herself against me, skin slick and warm, and I felt every inch of her—the curve of her hips, the hard points of her nipples against my chest, the way she trembled slightly when my hand slid down her back.

Her hand moved between us, wrapped around me, and I groaned.

"God, Rae."

"I know right?" She looked at me, then sank to her knees.

The water ran over both of us, and I braced one hand against the wooden wall as she took me into her mouth. Her eyes stayed on mine—dark, vulnerable and wanting—and the sight of her there, lips wrapped around me, water running down her face, almost undid me on the spot.

She worked me slowly at first, tongue swirling, then deeper, and I had to close my eyes and focus on breathing. When I was close I pulled her up gently and kissed her.

"Not yet," I said, voice rough. "I want to be inside you."

She nodded, breathless, and kissed me again. Her hands roamed over my chest, my shoulders, trembling slightly.

"I need you inside of me... Please."

She turned around, braced her hands against the wall, and looked back over her shoulder. Her wet hair clung to her neck and shoulders in dark strands, water still running down the lean muscles of her back. Her ass was tight and perfectly shaped. There was no bravado now. Just want and trust and what looked like hope.

I lined myself up and pushed inside her slowly, feeling her tighten around me. She gasped, her back arching beautifully, the muscles flexing under her skin, and I gripped her hips—feeling the sharp jut of her hipbones under my palms—and started to move.

The wind rattled the eucalyptus branches overhead, muffling the sound of our bodies coming together. She pushed back into me, meeting every thrust, her breath coming in short, broken gasps.

"Aaron—please—don't stop⁠—"

I drove into her, deep and steady, the water running over both of us. She reached back to grip my thigh, pulling me, pushing me, and I felt her whole body tense.

"I'm close—God, I'm so close⁠—"

She came with a low, breathless cry, her whole body shaking. The sensation of her clenching around me pushed me over the edge. I buried myself as deep as I could and let go, the orgasm tearing through me so hard I had to brace against the wall to stay upright.

The water kept running over us, cold now, but neither of us cared enough to move. Rae's forehead rested against the wall, her breathing ragged, and I felt her shiver—though whether from the temperature or the aftermath, I couldn't tell.

Finally, Rae straightened and turned to face me. Her eyes were bright, her expression open in a way I hadn't seen before. "That was... God, Aaron. That was so good."

I brushed wet hair from her face. "It was."

She leaned in and kissed me—soft, easy, grateful. Then she rested her forehead against mine. "I want more of this. That's for damn sure."

"I'm not going anywhere."

She smiled, real and unguarded. "Good. Because I'm not done with you yet."

She stepped back under the water to rinse off, and I watched her, still trying to catch my breath. When she grabbed her swimsuit and wrung it out, some of that usual confidence was back, but there was something else underneath now- trust.

"Come on," she said, pulling the suit back on. "Lina's making dinner, and if we're late, Nora's going to eat everything good."

She grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the door, and I followed her into the evening light.
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The sun was dropping toward the horizon when we all gathered back at the campsite. Lina had already started prepping dinner—fish she'd bought at the market that morning, tomatoes, peppers, potatoes. The kind of meal that took time but filled the space with good smells. Rae showed up with two bottles of vinho verde tucked under her arm, grinning like she'd just won something. Nora emerged from the van with her notebook, finally setting it aside for the evening.

I grabbed the camp chairs and arranged them around the fire pit while Rae got the flames going. The four of us moved around each other with an ease that felt practiced, even though it had only been a couple of weeks. Lina handed me a knife and pointed at the peppers. Rae poured wine into mismatched cups. Nora sat cross-legged on a blanket, watching all of us with that quiet attention she had.

"Okay," Rae said, raising her cup once we all had wine. "To good food and better company."

"To not burning dinner," Lina added.

"To actually finishing a column on time," Nora said, smirking.

I raised my cup. "Well, to all of this."

We drank, and the conversation started easy—Rae telling a story about a kid who'd wiped out spectacularly that morning, Nora reading a paragraph from her latest draft about the fisherman we'd met. Lina talked about a patient at the clinic who'd come in with a fishhook stuck in his thumb and refused to let her remove it until he'd finished his crossword puzzle.

The fish sizzled in the pan. The wine went down smooth and cold. The fire crackled, and overhead the sky turned from gold to purple to deep blue. It felt like the kind of evening that could stretch on forever if you didn't think too hard about it.

But then Lina mentioned Costa Rica.

"My contract there starts in three weeks," she said, stirring the pan. "Six weeks in a clinic near the coast. Should be good."

"I've got Baja lined up after this," Rae said. "Another surf camp. Dates are still flexible, but probably mid-November."

Nora swirled the wine in her cup. "I've got a meeting with my editor in Lisbon. First week of December. Can't miss it."

The weight of it settled over the fire like smoke. I'd known they were temporary—hell, I was temporary too. But hearing it laid out like that, dates and destinations that didn't include me, made something tighten in my chest.

Rae glanced at me, then at Lina, then back to the fire. "So we've got a few more weeks here. Then we all scatter."

"Unless we don't," Nora said.

Lina looked up from the pan. "What do you mean?"

"I mean..." Nora set down her cup and leaned forward, elbows on her knees. "We could keep going. Together. Costa Rica, Baja, Lisbon—whatever. We've got the time. We've got the flexibility."

"You're saying we all just... travel together?" Rae asked.

"Why not?" Nora looked at each of us in turn. "We're already doing it. And it's working."

Lina was quiet for a moment, then nodded slowly. "I'd like that."

Rae grinned. "Yeah. Me too."

They all turned to look at me.

I didn't know what to say. A month ago I'd been driving alone, no plan, no destination, running from everything I'd burned down. And now I was sitting around a fire with three women who'd somehow become the most important part of my day. The idea of following them—of Costa Rica and Baja and Lisbon and whatever came after—should have terrified me.

It didn't.

"Okay," I said. "Let's do it."

Rae's grin went supernova. "You mean it?"

"I mean it."

Lina reached over and squeezed my hand. "So we're doing this. Actually doing this."

"Looks like it," I said.

Nora leaned back, studying all of us. "We should be clear about what we're saying. This isn't just 'let's see what happens.' We're committing to traveling together. Costa Rica, Baja, Lisbon—all of it. We're in this."

"Are we though?" Rae asked, and there was something serious underneath her usual lightness. "I mean, really in this? Because I don't do halfway."

Lina nodded. "Neither do I. If we're doing this, we do it properly. We plan together, we travel together, we figure out the hard stuff when it comes up."

I looked at each of them—Rae's eyes steady on mine, Lina's hand still holding mine, Nora watching with that sharp attention.

"I'm in," I said. "All the way."

"Me too," Lina said.

"Same," Rae added.

Nora picked up her wine and raised it. "To commitment, then. And to figuring out what the hell that means as we go."

We drank to that.

The meal stretched on, and the conversation drifted back to lighter territory—bad movies we'd seen, worse meals we'd eaten on the road, the kind of stories that only get told after dark and wine. Rae sat with her chair pulled close to mine, her hand resting on my knee. Lina leaned against my other side, her head on my shoulder. Nora sat across from us, pen tucked away for once, just watching with that smile she got when she was cataloging something for later.

At some point, the fire burned down to embers, and we moved inside the camper shell. It was tight—barely enough room for one person, let alone four—but we made it work. Rae claimed the spot nearest the tailgate, sprawling out on her back. Lina folded herself into the corner by the cab, legs tucked to one side. Nora sat cross-legged in the middle, and I wedged myself along the driver's side.

"This is cozy," Rae said.

"This is claustrophobic," I replied.

"You say that like it's a bad thing," Nora said.

Lina shifted, adjusting her position, and her knee bumped mine. She didn't move it. Rae's foot nudged my shoulder. Nora's hand rested on my arm, her fingers tracing idle patterns.

The air in the camper shell felt different now—thicker, charged with something I couldn't quite name. Every point of contact between us seemed deliberate, intentional. Rae slid her foot down from my shoulder to my ribs, her toes pressing gently. Lina's hand found mine in the dark, her thumb brushing over my knuckles. Nora moved her fingers from my arm to my chest, flattening her palm over my heartbeat.

"Aaron," Rae said quietly.

I turned my head toward her. She was watching me in the dim light filtering through the camper's windows, her expression open and wanting.

She leaned in and kissed me.

It was slow, deliberate, and I felt Lina tighten her grip on my hand, felt Nora curl her fingers into my shirt. When Rae pulled back, Lina was there. Her lips met mine, softer but no less certain. Then Nora kissed me, sharp and insistent, fisting her hand in my shirt to pull me closer.

"Is this okay?" Lina asked softly, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Yeah," I managed.

"You sure?" Rae slid her hand under my shirt, warm against my ribs.

"I'm sure."

Nora pulled back just enough to meet my eyes. "Tell us if it's not."

"I will."

Clothes came off in the cramped space—shirts pulled over heads, jeans kicked off and tossed toward the tailgate. The air was cool against my skin for half a second before their warmth replaced it. Hands everywhere—I couldn't tell whose was whose half the time. Rae traced her fingers along my collarbone. Lina slid her palm down my stomach. Nora kissed my neck, grazing the skin there with her teeth.

I reached for them, my hands finding skin—Rae's narrow waist, Lina's hip, Nora's thigh. They moved into my touch, sighs and soft gasps filling the small space. Rae straddled my lap, still in her underwear, and kissed me while Lina worked my boxers down. Nora moved her lips lower, kissing my chest, my ribs, her breath warm against my skin.

"God," I breathed.

"We've got you," Lina whispered. She wrapped her hand around me, stroking slowly.

Rae ground against me, the heat of her obvious even through the thin fabric of her underwear. I groaned into her kiss, and she smiled against my lips. "You like that?"

I groaned again, deeper this time, and she laughed.

Nora joined Lina, both of them stroking me in tandem, and the sensation was almost too much. I reached for Rae, slipping my fingers under the elastic of her underwear, and she gasped when I found her wet and ready.

"Please," she breathed.

She lifted up, sliding her underwear to the side, and sank down onto me. The heat of her was immediate, enveloping, and I gripped her hips as she started to move. Lina kissed me, her tongue sliding against mine, while Nora moved her hand between Rae's legs, circling her clit. Rae moaned, her rhythm faltering, and I felt her tighten around me.

"Don't stop," she gasped. "God, don't⁠—"

She came with a low cry, her whole body shaking, and the sensation almost pulled me over the edge. But Lina was there, pressing her hand against my chest, grounding me. "Not yet," she whispered.

Rae slid off, breathless and grinning, and Lina took her place. She guided me inside her, slow and careful, her eyes locked on mine. When she started to move, it was with that same deliberate rhythm I remembered from the lighthouse—steady, grounding, perfect. Rae kissed my shoulder, resting her hand on Lina's hip, helping guide her movements. Nora found my neck again with her lips, then my ear, whispering things I couldn't quite make out over the blood rushing in my head.

Lina's breath hitched, her movements becoming less controlled, and I reached between us to find her clit. She gasped, her head falling forward, and when she came it was quiet, almost reverent. Her whole body tightened around me before she collapsed against my chest.

Nora was next. She didn't straddle me—instead she lay beside me, guiding my hand between her legs. "Like this," she said, her voice low and certain. "Just... like this."

I worked her with my fingers while Rae kissed me and Lina stroked me, keeping me right on the edge. Nora's breath came faster, her hips rolling into my hand, and when she came it was with a sharp cry, her body arching off the sleeping bag.

Then Rae was back, positioning herself on her hands and knees, looking back at me over her shoulder. "Your turn," she said, breathless and grinning.

I moved behind her, lined myself up, and pushed inside. She was still sensitive from earlier, and she gasped, her back arching. I gripped her hips and started to move, slow at first, then faster as she pushed back into me.

"Harder," she breathed.

I gave her what she wanted, driving into her deep and steady. Lina pressed her hand against my back, and Nora's lips found my shoulder. The sensation of all of them—touching, kissing, surrounding me—was overwhelming in the best way.

When I finally came, it was with Rae clenching around me, Lina whispering my name, and Nora digging her fingers into my arm. The orgasm tore through me so hard I had to brace myself against the camper wall to keep from collapsing.

For a long moment, none of us moved. Just stayed there, tangled together, breathing hard, the air thick with the smell of sex and sweat.

Finally, Rae shifted, turning to look at me. Her hair was a mess, her eyes bright. "Phew…"

"I know…," Lina said softly.

Nora hummed in agreement, resting her head on my chest.

We rearranged ourselves in the cramped space—Rae curled against my side, Lina's head on my shoulder, Nora stretched out with one leg thrown over mine. The blanket settled over all of us, and the silence that followed wasn't awkward or uncertain. It was just... right.

"So," Rae said after a while, her voice drowsy. "When do we leave?"

"Whenever we want," Lina murmured. "We've got time."

"Then let's take it," Nora said. "No rush. We figure it out as we go."

I closed my eyes and let the weight of them settle over me—Rae's warmth on one side, Lina's steady presence on the other, Nora's quiet attention threading through it all. For the first time in months, maybe years, I felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

"Yeah," I said. "Let's take it."
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I woke to sunlight cutting through the gaps in the camper shell and the smell of coffee. The space was empty except for me—Rae's warmth gone from my side, Lina's steady breathing no longer audible, Nora's leg no longer draped over mine. Through the open tailgate, I could see them at the fire—Rae crouched over the camp stove, flipping something in a pan. Lina poured coffee into tin cups. Nora had her notebook out but wasn't writing, just watching the two of them with that quiet attention she had.

I climbed out, my bare feet hitting the cool morning grass, and all three of them looked up at once.

"There he is," Rae said, grinning. "Thought you were going to sleep all day."

Lina handed me a cup of coffee, her fingers brushing mine. "How'd you sleep?"

"Better than I have in a long time." I took a sip. The coffee was strong enough to strip paint. "Jesus, Lina. What did you put in this?"

"Everything we had left." She smiled. "Figured we'd need it for the drive."

Rae flipped a pancake onto a plate and walked it over. "Eat up. We've got a lot to do before we can get out of here."

I sat on the tailgate, pancake balanced on my knee, and watched them move around the campsite. There was an ease to it now—a rhythm that hadn't been there even a few days ago. Nobody asking permission or checking in. Just doing what needed to be done.

"So what's the plan with the van?" I asked between bites.

Nora looked up from her notebook. "Mechanic in town said he'd buy it. Price is fair, and honestly, we don't need two vehicles. The truck's got more space, better for what we're doing."

"Plus it's already packed with most of our stuff anyway," Lina added. "Seems easier to just consolidate."

"You all already decided this?" I asked.

Rae shot me a look. "You got a problem with that?"

"No. Just... surprised you didn't wake me up to talk about it."

"You looked peaceful." Lina sat down beside me, close enough that our shoulders touched. "Besides, we figured you'd be okay with it. Were we wrong?"

"No. You were right."

"See?" Rae said, pointing her spatula at me. "We know you."

Breaking camp felt different this time. There was no fumbling, no awkward moments of trying to figure out who should do what. We just... moved. Like a unit that had been working together for years instead of weeks.

Rae took down her tent in minutes, stakes pulled and fabric folded with the kind of efficiency that came from doing it a thousand times. She handed the packed bag to me as I walked past, didn't even look up. I loaded it into the truck bed and moved on to the next task. Lina was already rolling sleeping bags, her movements quick and practiced. Nora broke down the camp kitchen, wrapping the stove, organizing utensils into the mesh bag, everything methodical and sure.

I worked on securing the truck bed, checking tie-downs, making sure nothing would shift during the drive. At some point Rae appeared beside me, her hand resting on my lower back while she peered over my shoulder at the way I'd arranged the gear.

"You're way too good at Tetris," she said.

"It's just spatial reasoning."

"It's a superpower. Own it." She squeezed my hip once, then moved off to help Nora with the cooler.

Lina found me when I was double-checking the bungee cords. She had her arms full of blankets, and I took half without her having to ask.

"I was thinking," she said as we walked together toward the truck. "We should stop at that market we passed yesterday. Stock up on real food before we hit the road."

"How long's the drive?"

"Three, maybe four hours to the next decent town. Depends on how many times Rae makes you pull over for photo ops."

"I heard that," Rae called from across the campsite.

Lina grinned. When we reached the tailgate, she set the blankets down and turned to face me. The morning light brought out the red in her hair, and there was something in her expression—contentment, maybe. Relief.

"What?" I asked.

"Nothing. Just... this feels right. All of us working together like this. It's nice."

I pulled her close and kissed her, slow and easy. She made a small sound of surprise, then relaxed into it, her hands sliding up to rest on my chest. When we broke apart, she was smiling.

"We should probably finish packing," she said.

"Probably."

She kissed me once more, quick and light, then grabbed the last of the blankets and headed back toward the van.

An hour later, we stood in the parking lot of the mechanic's garage, watching as he counted out bills for the van. It was more than I'd expected—enough to cover gas and food for a few weeks at least.

Nora took the cash and tucked it into her bag. "Well, that's that."

Rae leaned against the truck, arms crossed, watching the mechanic drive the van around back. "Think it'll make it another year?"

"If anyone can keep it alive, he can." Nora glanced at her. "You're not getting sentimental about a vehicle, are you?"

"Maybe a little. We've been through a lot in that thing."

"And now we'll go through a lot in this one." Lina patted the truck's hood. "Better shocks, anyway."

I climbed into the driver's seat and started the engine. Through the windshield, I watched the three of them—Rae pushing off the truck and heading for the passenger door, Lina and Nora climbing into the back seat, settling in like they'd done it a hundred times.

When everyone was buckled in, Rae looked over at me. "You ready?"

"Where to?"

"South. Just keep going south until we find somewhere that looks good."

"That's the plan?"

"That's the plan." She grinned and propped her feet up on the dashboard. "What, you need more structure than that?"

"I'm learning to live without it."

Nora leaned forward between the seats. "That's growth, Aaron. I'm proud of you."

"Shut up."

She laughed and sat back, already pulling out her notebook.

Twenty minutes out of town, the highway opened up. To our right, the Atlantic stretched endless and blue. To our right, golden hills rolled toward the interior. I kept my foot steady on the gas and let the wind do the talking.

Rae found a station playing something folk and acoustic, turned it up, and sang along without caring that she was off-key. Lina leaned her head against the window in the back, eyes half-closed, a smile on her face. Nora had her notebook open, but she wasn't writing—just watching the landscape roll past, pen tapping against the page.

Nobody talked much. There wasn't a need to.

After an hour, Rae reached over and took my hand, lacing her fingers through mine. "You know what I like about this?"

"What?"

"That we're not rushing. We've got time to just... be. Figure things out as we go."

"You're really okay with that? No plan?"

"Are you kidding? I've spent my whole life with plans. Surf school, lessons, next gig, next contract. This is the first time in years I've just... existed. It's kind of amazing."

In the rearview mirror, Lina was watching us, that same soft expression on her face. Nora glanced up from her notebook and caught my eye, gave me a small nod.

"It really is," I said.

We drove for another hour before Rae spotted a viewpoint and made me pull over. The four of us climbed out and walked to the edge of the cliff. Below, the ocean crashed against jagged rocks, sending up plumes of white spray. The coastline stretched endlessly in both directions—wild, untouched, beautiful in a way that made your chest tighten.

"God," Rae breathed. "Look at that."

Lina stood beside me, and I slipped my arm around her waist without thinking. She leaned into me, her head resting on my shoulder, and the gesture felt as natural as breathing. A month ago—hell, even two weeks ago—I would have second-guessed this. Worried about boundaries, about fairness, about whether showing affection to one of them in front of the others would create tension or awkwardness.

But there was none of that. Just Lina's warmth against my side, her hand finding mine, and Nora a few feet away with her hands in her pockets, watching us with that smile that said she saw exactly what was happening and approved. No jealousy. No complexity. Just easy acceptance that somehow felt more intimate than anything I'd experienced before.

It should have been harder than this. More fraught. But standing here with the three of them, the ocean crashing below and the wind in our faces, it was the simplest thing in the world.

"This is what I wanted to write about," Nora said after a while. "Not the places. The feeling of them. The way they make you forget everything else."

"You getting poetic on us?" Rae asked.

"Maybe." Nora turned to look at us, and there was something unguarded in her expression. "But seriously. This—all of this—it's exactly what I needed. What we all needed, I think."

Lina's hand found mine, squeezed gently. Rae walked over and wrapped her arms around both of us from behind, her chin resting on my shoulder.

"So," Rae said, turning to face us. "When are we getting back on the road?"

Lina groaned. "Really? We've been here for like two minutes."

"I'm just saying, we've got miles to cover and⁠—"

"You're incapable of just standing still, aren't you?" I said.

Rae grinned. "It's a character flaw."

"It's exhausting," Nora added without looking up.

"You love it."

"I tolerate it."

Lina squeezed my hand. "Can we have five more minutes of standing here looking at the ocean before you drag us back into the truck?"

"Fine. Five minutes." Rae checked an imaginary watch. "Starting now."

"You're the worst," Lina said, but she was smiling.

"And yet you keep me around."

"That's still up for debate," I said.

Rae laughed and wrapped her arms around both of us from behind, her chin resting on my shoulder. "You two are so full of shit. You'd be lost without me."

"Literally lost," Nora said. "Aaron can't read a map and Lina's sense of direction is terrible."

"Hey," Lina protested.

"It's true and you know it."

We stood there for a few more minutes, the four of us tangled together, the wind whipping our hair and the sun warm on our faces. Then we climbed back into the truck and kept driving.

The road stretched ahead, the coastline unfolding in shades of blue and gold, and I realized I'd stopped counting miles. Stopped thinking about destinations.

I wasn't running anymore.

I was just going.

With them.

And that was enough.

THE END
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I came to Santorini for silence. Instead, I got three women, one villa, and zero idea what I was doing.

The villa was supposed to be mine. Two weeks of solitude to figure out what comes after selling my startup and losing myself in the process.

But when I arrived, I found Lena—the PR consultant who flirts like breathing, Eva—the photographer who sees through every wall I've built, and Sofia—the kindergarten teacher whose quiet strength undoes me completely.

A double-booking. A storm. One night that was supposed to fix everything… and changed it all instead.

Now we're sharing more than space. We're tangled in something I can't define and don't want to end. Something that feels like possibility. Like risk. Like the kind of choice that could either break me or finally make me whole.

The ferry keeps leaving. We keep staying.

And I'm starting to realize that maybe what I needed wasn't silence at all.

Maybe it was them.

—

Three Nights in Santorini is a sensual harem romance about letting go, showing up, and discovering that the messiest things in life are often the most worth keeping.

A quick, sweet standalone read. Approx. 10,000 words.
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