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Chapter 1

I was checking the propane tanks behind the kitchen hut when I heard the first scream.
My hand went to the radio on my belt before my brain caught up with my ears, but then I heard the laughter that followed and relaxed. The three of them had a way of making every minor crisis sound like the end of the world, at least in those first few weeks. I had learned to distinguish between actual emergencies and the kind of chaos that came from putting three students in their early twenties on a remote tropical island with intermittent power and no air conditioning.
I walked around to the front of the compound where Maya was doing her impression of a woman being murdered, though she was actually just reacting to the size of the spider that had apparently taken up residence in her shower stall. Sarah stood nearby with a broom, looking like she was preparing for battle, while Jen filmed the whole thing on her phone with the kind of detached amusement that seemed to define her approach to island life.
"It's the size of my hand," Maya said when she saw me, which was an exaggeration but not by much.
"It's a huntsman," I told her, moving past them toward the shower. "Harmless. They eat the mosquitoes."
"I don't care what it eats," Maya said. "I care that it's in my shower."
I had been doing this job for three years, ever since I mustered out of the Marines and discovered that private security paid better than most of what I was qualified for. The organization cycled through volunteers every few months, and I had learned not to get too attached to any of them. They came, they did their outreach work in the village, they struggled with the heat and the bugs and the isolation, and then they went home to write their theses or pad their resumes or whatever it was that motivated people to spend three months in paradise pretending they were making a difference.
These three had arrived six weeks ago, and I had to admit they were lasting longer than most. Maya was the energetic one, always first up in the morning and somehow still cheerful even when the generator died or the water ran brown. Sarah was the organized one, the one who actually read the operations manual I had written and asked intelligent questions about the solar panels. Jen was the skeptical one, though I suspected her cynicism was at least partly an act.
I relocated the spider to a tree outside the compound while they watched from what they clearly considered a safe distance. The sun was starting to set, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple that would have looked fake if I had seen them in a photograph. I had stopped noticing sunsets my first year on the island, but something about having an audience made me see it again.
"Thank you," Maya said when I returned, and there was something in the way she said it that made me think she wasn't just talking about the spider.
The church back in Colorado had very specific ideas about what outreach was supposed to look like, which was why they had sent three young women with ministry degrees and exactly zero practical experience to live in a compound that barely had running water. I had sat through enough video calls with the mission board to know that they thought prayer and enthusiasm could overcome minor obstacles like tropical diseases and infrastructure that predated the Clinton administration, but I was the one who actually had to keep these women alive and healthy for three months.
"We're doing a children's program tomorrow," Sarah told me that evening as I worked on the generator that had decided to quit for the second time that week. "Songs, Bible stories, some basic health education. Maya's been practicing her French."
I didn't look up from the fuel line I was cleaning. "How much French?"
"Enough," Maya said defensively, though I could hear the smile in her voice.
"Last week you told Mrs. Reyes that you were pregnant with a goat," I reminded her.
"That was one time, and the words sound very similar."
The truth was that they were doing better than I had expected. Most of the church volunteers who came through were so focused on saving souls that they forgot to actually connect with people, but these three had figured out early that showing up and listening was more important than any prepared lesson. The village women had started inviting them to cooking fires in the evenings. The children followed them everywhere. Even old Mr. Santos, who had made it clear he had no use for foreign religion, had grudgingly admitted that Maya made him laugh.
I got the generator running just as the last light faded from the sky. Jen appeared with plates of food from the kitchen, some kind of rice and vegetable situation that Sarah had learned to make from one of the women in the village. We ate together at the wooden table under the largest hut, the one we used for meetings and meals and the endless planning sessions that the church seemed to require.
"Terry," Sarah said after we had finished eating, using the tone she always used when she was about to ask me something she thought I might refuse. "We were wondering if you'd come to the program tomorrow. The kids keep asking about you."
I had been very careful to maintain boundaries since they arrived. I was there to provide security and logistics, to fix minor things when they broke and drive them when they needed to go somewhere. I wasn't there to participate in their ministry, and I had made that clear from the beginning. The church paid me well enough that I didn't have to pretend to share their beliefs.
"I'll be around," I said, which wasn't the same as saying yes but was close enough that Sarah smiled.
Maya started gathering the plates, and I noticed the way her hand brushed against mine when she took my bowl. It was an accident, but I had been noticing a lot of accidents lately. The way Jen sat just a little closer than necessary when we went over the supply orders. The way Sarah found reasons to ask my opinion about things that had nothing to do with security. I told myself I was imagining it, that the isolation was making me see things that weren't there. And these were definitely not the type to make that mistake with, although this latest crew… There was something about them that was different.
The next morning I drove them into the village in the ancient Land Cruiser that the church had purchased sometime during the Bush administration, though I couldn’t say which Bush. Maya called shotgun like she always did, leaving Sarah and Jen to navigate the boxes of supplies and teaching materials in the back. The road was more suggestion than actual pavement, and every pothole made the whole vehicle shudder in a way that probably violated several laws of physics.
"I still think we should teach them the song with the motions," Maya said, demonstrating something that involved a lot of enthusiastic arm waving.
"We agreed on three songs," Sarah said from the back, and I could see her in the rearview mirror checking something off in the small notebook she carried everywhere. "We have exactly forty-five minutes before it gets too hot, and if we add another song we'll have to cut the hygiene lesson, which is actually the part that might keep someone from getting sick."
"The hygiene lesson where you explain handwashing to people who have been washing their hands since before we were born?" Jen asked. She had her window down despite the dust, her hair whipping around her face in a way that she seemed not to notice or care about.
"The hygiene lesson where I explain germ theory in a way that doesn't sound condescending, yes," Sarah said.
I slowed down to avoid a chicken that had decided the middle of the road was a great place to have an existential crisis. Maya reached over and changed the radio station without asking, finding some screeching pop station that was mostly static but had a good beat. She started moving her shoulders to the music, completely unselfconscious in a way that made me think about how different she was from the other church volunteers I had to work with. How they all were, but not in a way I could say yet.




Chapter 2

When we arrived at the village, children materialized out of nowhere like they always did. They swarmed the Land Cruiser before I had even put it in park, shouting greetings in a mixture of English and French. Maya was out of the vehicle immediately, crouching down to their level and launching into an animated conversation that I suspected she understood about half of. The kids didn't seem to mind that her grammar was creative at best.
Sarah had everything organized within minutes, directing Jen on where to set up the materials while she spoke with Mrs. Reyes about using the covered area near the church. I hung back near the vehicle, watching the way they worked together without needing to discuss it. Maya was playing some kind of game with the children that involved a lot of running and laughter. Jen was setting up a portable speaker system that looked like it had no business working but somehow did. Sarah was arranging visual aids with the precision of someone planning a military operation.
"You should sit," Mrs. Reyes told me in English, gesturing to a bench in the shade. "You watch them watch the children. You smile like a father."
I didn't correct her assumption about why I was smiling.
The program started with Maya leading songs that got progressively more chaotic as the children figured out they could make her laugh by singing louder and louder. Jen had somehow convinced a group of teenage boys to participate, which I knew from experience was nearly impossible. She had a way of talking to people that made them feel like they were in on a joke that everyone else was missing. Sarah's lesson on handwashing turned into an impromptu demonstration where children lined up to show her their technique, and she praised each one like they had just discovered penicillin.
I had learned during my first year on the island that distance was a survival skill. The volunteers came and went, and if I let myself get too close to any of them, their departures would chip away at whatever it was that kept me functional in a place where the nearest real hospital was a six-hour boat ride away. I had my routines, my responsibilities, and my carefully maintained perimeter between their world and mine. They were here to save souls or build resumes or figure out what they wanted to do with their lives. I was here because the pay was decent and because going back to the States meant answering questions about what I had done in Kandahar that I had no interest in answering.
But these three were making distance difficult.
It started small, the way these things always do. Maya began leaving her French practice notes on the kitchen table where I ate breakfast, little phrases written out phonetically with question marks next to the ones she was unsure about. I found myself correcting them, adding context, explaining why certain words would get her in trouble if she used them wrong. Sarah started asking me about the island's history, not the sanitized version the church had put in their orientation materials, but the real history of occupation and resistance and the complicated relationship between the village and the various organizations that showed up promising help. Jen caught me reading one evening and instead of making a joke about it, she asked what I thought of the book, and we ended up talking about it for an hour while the others prepared dinner.
The compound became a different place after dark. During the day it was all business, preparations for village programs and maintenance on equipment that seemed determined to fail in creative new ways. But when the sun went down and the solar lights came on and the sounds of the jungle pressed in around us, something changed. We fell into patterns that had nothing to do with the official schedule. Dinner together at the long table, conversations that ranged from ancient philosophy to whether the weird fruit somebody had given us was safe to eat. Sarah usually cleaned up afterward with a methodical efficiency that I recognized from my own military training, while Maya played guitar badly but enthusiastically, and Jen read or worked on the laptop until the battery died.
Three weeks after the children's program, I took them to the north beach, the one the tourists hadn't discovered yet because the road was terrible and there were no facilities. The church had approved it as a team-building exercise, though I suspected they imagined something more structured than what actually happened. Maya ran into the water fully clothed the moment we arrived, laughing as a wave knocked her over. Sarah spread out a blanket with geometric precision and proceeded to cover herself in enough sunscreen that she practically glowed. Jen waded in slowly, testing the temperature, and then dove under a wave with the kind of grace that suggested she had grown up near water.
I stayed on the beach, theoretically watching for hazards but mostly just watching them. They moved through the water like they had known each other for years instead of months, comfortable in a way that made me think about friendship and how rare it was to see the genuine article. Maya tried to convince Sarah to go deeper, while Sarah explained in patient detail about riptides and undertows. Jen floated on her back, staring up at the sky like she was trying to memorize it.
"You're not coming in?" Maya called to me, treading water about twenty feet out.
"Someone needs to watch the gear," I called back.
"The gear is a blanket and some towels," Jen said, still floating. "I think we're safe from theft."
"And our phones," Sarah added, ever practical.
Maya disappeared under a wave and came up closer to shore, her dark hair plastered to her face. "Come on, Terry. When's the last time you actually went swimming instead of just supervising everyone else swimming?"
I couldn't remember, which was probably her point. She had a way of asking questions that sounded innocent but landed like challenges. I looked at the three of them, at the way the sun caught the water around them, at how genuinely happy they seemed, and I found myself pulling off my shirt and wading in before I could think better of it.
The water was warmer than I expected, blood-temperature almost, and I dove under to feel the coolness beneath the sun-heated surface. When I came up, Maya was grinning like she had won something. Sarah had stopped her explanation about ocean safety and was watching me with an expression I couldn't quite read. Jen had righted herself and was treading water nearby, her usual sardonic expression softened into something that looked almost like approval.
"See?" Maya said. "The world didn't end."
"Give it time," I said, but I was smiling despite myself.
We stayed in the water for over an hour, until their lips started turning blue and I made them come out. We ate the lunch that Sarah had packed, sandwiches that were  soggy from the humidity but still good, and fruit that I had bought from the market that morning. Maya found a tidal pool and became obsessed with the small creatures living in it, narrating their lives like a nature documentary while Jen recorded it on her phone. Sarah fell asleep on the blanket, her hat over her face, and I noticed the way her breathing had settled into the deep rhythm of genuine rest.
On the drive back, they were quiet in the way that people get after a good day in the sun, tired but content. Maya had her feet up on the dashboard, which I had stopped commenting about after the third time. Sarah was making notes in her ever-present notebook about something, probably planning the next village program. Jen had her eyes closed but I could tell she wasn't asleep by the way her fingers tapped against her leg in rhythm with whatever song was playing quietly on the radio.
The sun was setting by the time we got back to the compound, painting everything in shades of orange and gold. I parked the Land Cruiser in its usual spot and started unloading the gear while they headed to their respective huts to shower and change. The evening routine had become so familiar that we moved through it without discussion. I checked the generator and the water pump while they got cleaned up. By the time they emerged, I had started dinner, something simple with rice and vegetables and the fish I had bought from one of the village men that morning.
"I didn't know you could cook," Sarah said, appearing beside me at the outdoor stove.
"I can follow instructions," I said, gesturing to the handwritten recipe that Mrs. Reyes had given me weeks ago.
"That's more than most people," she said, and reached past me to adjust the heat under the pan. Her arm brushed against mine and she didn't pull away immediately. "You had it too high. The fish will stick."
The way she looked at me over her shoulder, the way she skipped to the cupboard on her toes, the way she sucked the tip of her finger in her soft, full lips, and the way she laughed to herself, I nearly did let the fish stick.




Chapter 3

We cooked together in a silence that felt comfortable rather than awkward, and I was aware of how close she was standing, how easily we had fallen into a rhythm of movement around each other. Maya appeared with plates and started setting the table while humming something under her breath. Jen brought out the solar lanterns and arranged them in a way that created pools of warm light against the gathering darkness.
That night, after we had eaten and cleaned up, Maya suggested a bonfire on the beach behind the compound. I should have said no. There were probably rules about unsupervised nighttime activities, though the church had never been specific about what those rules were. But we were miles from anyone who might care, and I was the one who made the security decisions, and I found myself agreeing before I had fully thought it through.
We dragged driftwood from the treeline and I showed them how to build a fire that would actually stay lit in the humid air. Maya had brought her guitar and played songs I half-recognized from radio stations I hadn't listened to in years. Sarah produced marshmallows from somewhere, because of course she had planned ahead for a spontaneous bonfire. Jen stretched out in the sand and looked at the stars, pointing out constellations and making up stories about the ones she couldn't remember.
"Your turn," Maya said to me after she had played three or four songs. "What's something you've never told anyone?"
"That's a dangerous game," I said.
"It's just us," she said, and gestured around at the empty beach, the dark encroaching jungle, the compound lights glowing faintly in the distance. “What happens here stays here, right?” She laughed lightly.
I poked at the fire with a stick, watching sparks spiral up into the darkness. The truth was that I hadn't talked about myself since before I deployed. The Marines didn't encourage introspection, and the security work had been mostly solitary. These three had somehow created a space where honesty felt less dangerous.
"I wanted to be a teacher," I said finally. "Before I enlisted. History, probably. I liked the idea of helping people understand where they came from."
"What changed?" Sarah asked quietly.
"Nine-eleven happened during my senior year of high school," I said. "And suddenly teaching history seemed less important than making it."
Maya had stopped playing, her hands still on the guitar strings. Jen had sat up and was watching me with an intensity that made me aware of how much I had just revealed. Sarah was looking at the fire, but I could see her processing what I had said, connecting it to things I hadn't said.
"Do you ever think about going back to that?" Jen asked. "The teaching thing."
"Sometimes," I said. "But I've been away too long. I wouldn't know how to stand in front of a classroom and pretend I had answers anymore."
"Maybe that would make you a better teacher," Sarah said. "Knowing you don't have all the answers."
The fire crackled and popped, and somewhere in the jungle something called out in a voice that sounded almost human. Maya started playing, something softer this time, and I leaned back in the sand and let the music wash over me. I felt Jen shift closer to my left, Sarah to my right, Maya directly across the fire. We were separate but connected. We were drawing closer.
The next morning I woke to find Maya sitting on the steps of my hut, waiting. The sun was barely up, the air still cool enough that I could see my breath when I opened the door. She had two cups of coffee, which meant she had been up long enough to make them, which meant she had been planning this.
"We need to go to the market," she said, handing me one of the cups. "Sarah made a list."
"Sarah always makes a list," I said.
"This one is three pages long," Maya said. "She's planning some kind of feast for the village kids. End of month celebration or something. She has it all mapped out with timing and ingredients and backup plans."
I drank the coffee, which was terrible because Maya had made it, but I drank it anyway because she was watching me with an expectant expression. "When do we need to leave?"
"An hour ago, according to the schedule," she said. "But I figured you'd want to actually wake up first."
The market was two towns over, a forty-minute drive on roads that tested the Land Cruiser's suspension and my patience. Sarah had indeed made a list, and it included items that I wasn't entirely sure existed. Jen had declined to come, claiming she needed to work on lesson plans, though I suspected she just wanted a morning to herself. So it was just Maya and me, rattling down the coast road while the sun climbed higher and turned the ocean into hammered silver.
"Can I ask you something?" Maya said about halfway there.
"You're going to anyway," I said.
"Why do you stay here?" She had turned in her seat to face me, one leg tucked under her in a way that looked impossible to maintain comfortably. "I mean, you could do this job anywhere. Closer to home. Easier places. But you've been on this island for three years."
I kept my eyes on the road, navigating around a pothole that could have swallowed a small car. "Maybe I like it here."
"Maybe," she said. "Or maybe you're hiding."
"From what?"
"I don't know," she said. "That's why I'm asking."
I glanced at her and she was studying me with the same intensity she brought to everything, like if she looked hard enough she could solve whatever puzzle I represented. "What are you hiding from?" I asked.
"Who says I'm hiding?"
"You're twenty-three and you spent your summer on a remote island teaching kids songs about Noah's ark instead of doing whatever it is people your age do," I said. "That's either devotion or avoidance."
She laughed, which surprised me. "Maybe both."
The market was chaos in the best possible way, vendors shouting prices and tourists haggling badly and the smell of grilled meat mixing with fruit and flowers and the ocean. Maya stuck close to me as we navigated through the crowds, close enough that I could feel the heat of her arm against mine when we squeezed through narrow passages between stalls. She had a way of touching things as we passed, running her fingers over fabric and fruit and carved wooden figurines, like she needed to experience everything tactilely.
We found most of what was on Sarah's list, though I had to substitute on a few items that simply didn't exist outside of American grocery stores. Maya bargained with the vendors in her broken French, and they loved her for trying even when she accidentally offered to pay three times the asking price or called a chicken a small horse. By the time we finished, we had enough food to feed the entire village and my back seat looked like a produce stand had exploded.
On the way back, she was quieter, looking out the window at the coastline sliding past. I let the silence be, comfortable with it in a way I hadn't been comfortable with silence in a long time.
"I broke up with someone before I came here," she said suddenly. "We were together for two years. Everyone thought we were going to get married."
I waited, keeping my eyes on the road.
"He wanted different things than I did," she continued. "Or maybe I wanted different things than I thought I wanted. I don't know. It seemed clear when I was with him, like there was a path and I just had to follow it. But then I got here and everything is so different and I keep thinking about how I almost chose the safe thing instead of the true thing."
"Which one is this?" I asked. "Safe or true?"
"I'm still figuring that out," she said.
When we got back to the compound, Sarah and Jen were in the middle of some kind of project that involved rearranging the entire kitchen hut. They had moved the table outside and were scrubbing surfaces that looked clean to me but apparently didn't meet Sarah's standards. Both of them were sweating and laughing about something, and they barely looked up when we arrived with the supplies.
"Perfect timing," Sarah said, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. "We need to unpack all of that and then start prep work for tomorrow."
"We?" I asked.
"Yes, we," she said, and there was something in her smile that made it clear this wasn't negotiable. "You're not getting out of this one, Terry. It was your idea to have the celebration in the first place."
That wasn't remotely true, but I also knew better than to argue with Sarah when she had that look in her eyes. We spent the rest of the afternoon preparing food, which mostly meant me following instructions while the three of them worked with the kind of synchronized efficiency that made me think they had done this before. Maya chopped vegetables with wild abandon, trusting that someone else would fix her mistakes. Sarah measured everything precisely, checking recipes twice before committing. Jen handled the meat with the casual confidence of someone who had grown up hunting, and when I asked her about it she just shrugged and said something about Montana and long winters.




Chapter 4

The heat became oppressive as the afternoon wore on, and one by one we shed layers until we were all working in the minimum required for decency. I caught myself watching the way Sarah's shoulders moved when she stirred something on the stove, the way Jen's hair fell across her face when she leaned over the cutting board, the way Maya hummed while she worked. I looked away each time, but not before they noticed me looking.
"We should swim," Jen announced around four o'clock. "Before dinner. Cool off."
"We have three more dishes to prep," Sarah said, but she was untying her apron.
"The dishes will wait," Maya said. "I'm covered in papaya juice and I smell like garlic and I need to be in water immediately or I'm going to melt into a puddle."
We left everything where it was, they got changed into bathing suits, and we walked down to the beach behind the compound, the small curve of sand that was technically part of the property and technically private. I completely and utterly ignored the white bikini with metal hoops at the hips, the black bikini with the tie up front like an athletic shirt, and the blue bikini with too many straps everywhere. It was a good thing the beach was private. I’d have to ban them from any public beach in the area, bathing suits like those. I guess nobody told them.
The sun was lower now, the heat less intense but still significant. Maya went in first like she always did, running full speed into the waves without testing the temperature. Sarah followed more carefully, wading in up to her knees and then diving under cleanly. Jen walked in until the water reached her waist and then floated on her back, her eyes closed against the late afternoon sun.
I stayed on the sand for a moment, watching them, and then thought about what Maya had said about safe versus true and followed them in.
The water was perfect, warm enough to be comfortable but cool enough to erase the sticky heat of the kitchen. We swam without talking much, just enjoying the relief of it. At some point Maya started a game that involved diving for rocks, and then we were all doing it, competing to see who could find the smoothest or most colorful stone. Sarah won by finding a piece of sea glass, worn smooth and frosted by the waves. She held it up to the light like a gem.
When we finally came out, the sun was setting and we were all exhausted. We walked back to the compound dripping and sandy, but nobody suggested showering before we started dinner. We just picked up where we had left off, working around each other in the small kitchen space, bumping shoulders and hips in those terrible bikinis, passing ingredients with touches that lingered longer than necessary.
Jen was the first to break the unspoken barrier, reaching up to brush sand off my shoulder and letting her hand rest there for a moment before pulling away. Maya mirrored it later, brushing sand out of my hair with fingers that grazed my neck. Sarah leaned against me while waiting for water to boil, her weight comfortable and warm, and when I looked down at her she smiled up at me with an expression that made my chest pull tight.
We ate dinner late, outside under the stars, and the conversation meandered through topics that felt both significant and meaningless. Maya told stories about growing up in Seattle with three brothers, which explained a lot about her fearlessness. Jen talked about her philosophy classes and how they had systematically destroyed every certainty she had arrived at college with. Sarah described her family's farm in Iowa and the rhythm of seasons and crops and how coming here had been the first time she had broken that pattern.
I told them about growing up in a military family, always moving, never quite belonging anywhere. I told them about joining the Marines because it was the first place that felt like home, and then leaving because it stopped feeling that way. I told them more than I had told anyone in years, and they listened like it mattered, like I mattered, and I felt something in me that had been locked tight start to loosen.
After dinner, we cleaned up together and then nobody wanted to go to their separate huts. We ended up in the hammocks strung between the palms, Sarah and Maya sharing one, Jen in another, me in a third. We could see each other but we were separate enough for propriety, though I was beginning to wonder whose propriety we were maintaining and why.
"Tomorrow is going to be chaos," Sarah said from her hammock.
"Tomorrow is always chaos," Jen said.
"Good chaos though," Maya added. "The best kind."
I looked up at the stars through the palm fronds and listened to their voices mixing with the sound of the waves and felt something I hadn't felt in a very long time. It might have been happiness, or it might have been the beginning of something more dangerous than that.
The village celebration the next day went better than I ever expected, considering that halfway through the morning the portable speaker system died and Maya had to lead fifty children in unaccompanied singing while Sarah frantically tried to fix it with the tiny screwdriver from her ever-present toolkit. I watched from the sidelines as Jen somehow convinced the teenage boys to form a rhythm section using overturned buckets, and the whole thing turned into something that looked less like a church program and more like a spontaneous festival.
Mrs. Reyes kept refilling my plate with food and making comments in French that I pretended not to understand but definitely did. They all involved the word “girls” and "good man" and "blessed," and I focused very hard on eating while avoiding eye contact with anyone.
By the time we packed up the Land Cruiser that afternoon, all four of us were exhausted and covered in a fine layer of dust and sweat and what I suspected was finger paint. Maya had somehow gotten it in her hair, streaks of blue and yellow that made her look like a tropical bird. Sarah had a handprint on her back from one of the children, a perfect tiny palm in red. Jen's shirt had what appeared to be the entire alphabet stamped across it in various colors.
"We need to celebrate," Maya announced from the back seat as I navigated the rutted road back toward the compound.
"We just celebrated," Sarah pointed out.
"No, the village celebrated. We worked." Maya leaned forward between the front seats, her chin almost resting on my shoulder. "We should do something fun. Just us. Something that has nothing to do with programs or schedules or being responsible."
"I'm always responsible," Sarah said, but she was smiling.
"Exactly my point," Maya said. "When's the last time you did something completely irresponsible?"
"I'm on a tropical island instead of doing a summer internship at my dad's accounting firm," Sarah said. "This is pretty irresponsible."
"But you made a list about it first," Jen said from the passenger seat. "It doesn't count as irresponsible if there's a list involved."
I could feel Maya's breath on my neck as she stayed leaning forward, close enough that I was very aware of exactly where she was in relation to me. "Terry gets to decide," she said. “He’s our fearless leader. What's something irresponsible we get to do?" She pushed her hand in my hair and laughed. “Oh mighty harem master,” she added too quietly for anyone to hear but me.
I should have suggested something safe, something that maintained appropriate boundaries. Instead I said,” There's a waterfall about an hour from here. The road is terrible and we'd have to hike the last part and it's probably not on any approved activity list."
"Perfect," Maya said, and I could hear the grin in her voice. "We're going to a hidden magical waterfall."
We stopped at the compound long enough to change into clothes that could handle hiking and to grab water and supplies. Sarah tried to make a proper preparation list but Maya stole her notebook and held it above her head while Sarah jumped trying to get it back, and watching them laugh together made me forget why I had ever thought maintaining distance was important.
The road to the waterfall was everything I had promised and worse. The Land Cruiser groaned and complained over rocks and through streams that were technically crossable but only just. Jen braced herself against the dashboard and made running commentary about our impending doom that was funny enough that even Sarah stopped looking worried. Maya had somehow ended up in the front seat between Jen and me, perched on the center console in a way that was definitely not safe but created a warmth along my right side that I was trying very hard not to get distracted by, especially as we swerved and bumped together.
We parked at the end of what could generously be called a road and hiked the rest of the way in. The trail wound through jungle so thick that the temperature dropped ten degrees in the shade. Maya led the way with the kind of boundless energy that made me tired just watching her. Sarah followed with careful steps, pointing out interesting plants and insects to Jen, who pretended not to be interested but clearly was. I brought up the rear, ostensibly watching for hazards but mostly watching them move through the green dimness like they belonged there. I told myself it wasn’t staring, it was watching over, which was in my official job description.




Chapter 5

The waterfall appeared suddenly, a curtain of white water dropping thirty feet into a pool so clear you could see straight to the bottom. The sound of it filled everything, making conversation impossible. Maya didn't even pause before stripping down to her tank top and shorts she wore under her hiking clothes and jumping in. She surfaced with a gasp and a laugh and immediately started trying to convince the others to follow.
Sarah was more cautious, testing the water temperature with her toes before committing. Jen took a running start and cannonballed in, soaking everyone on the shore including me. I was still deciding whether to join them when Maya swam back to the edge and grabbed my hand, pulling with surprising strength.
"Come on!” she shouted over the waterfall noise. "You’re not allowed to be the only dry one."
I let her pull me in, clothes and all, and the cold was a shock that drove the air from my lungs. When I surfaced, all three of them were laughing at my expression. I splashed water at the nearest target, which happened to be Sarah, and then all chaos erupted. It turned into a free-for-all water fight with no teams and no rules, just the four of us trying to soak each other in water we were completely submerged in.
At some point Maya climbed up on a rock and convinced the others to jump from it. Sarah went first, careful and controlled. Jen followed with a whoop that echoed off the rocks. Maya gestured for me to join them and I found myself climbing up to the ledge, water streaming from my clothes. The three of them were waiting in the pool below, treading water and looking up at me with identical expressions of total and complete, nearly breathless anticipation.
I paused a moment to take a snapshot with my mind, before I jumped, and the fall seemed to last forever. When I hit the water they were right there, surrounding me, hands reaching all around and on me to make sure I surfaced. We were tangled together in the current from the waterfall, arms and legs and laughter so much I couldn't tell where one person ended and another began.
We stayed at the waterfall until the sun started to sink and the light turned golden through the canopy. On the hike back, we were quieter, tired in the way that comes from good exhaustion. Maya walked close enough that our arms brushed with every other step. Sarah kept pace beside me, occasionally touching my elbow to point out something she thought I should see. Jen led the way but kept looking back to make sure we were following. Her smiles when she caught my eye felt like secrets she held for us both.
The drive back was slow, all of us squeezed into the front seat this time because nobody wanted to sit alone in the dusty back. I had Maya on my side, her head eventually falling to rest against my shoulder as she dozed. Jen was on her other side but her hand on the back of my seat, her fingers occasionally brushing my neck in a way that might have been accidental but happened too regularly to be sure. Sarah had climbed between the seats and was leaning forward with her arms draped over the the other, her face close enough to mine that I could feel her breath when she spoke.
"Thank you for today," she said quietly, trying not to wake Maya. “It’s what we needed, obviously.”
"Irresponsibility?" I asked.
“Being watched over,” she said. "To just be single girls in their 20s instead of missionaries or volunteers or whatever we're supposed to be over here."
When we got back to the compound, we were all damp and covered in mud and probably tracking half the jungle into the huts. Nobody cared. We took turns in the outdoor shower, which had a privacy curtain that was more suggestion than barrier, and there was a lot of laughter about who was taking too long and using all the hot water, which was a joke because there was no hot water to use if the cistern was already empty.
Dinner was a casual affair, leftovers from the celebration eaten straight from containers while we sat around the outdoor table in the loose clothes we had changed into after showering. Maya had borrowed one of my t-shirts at some point, which hung on her like a dress. I wasn’t sure she bothered with anything else. Sarah wore soft worn shorts and a tank top that showed more skin than I had seen in three years, outside of those bikinis, anyway. Jen had pulled her hair up and I could see the curve of her neck, the small tattoo behind her ear that I had never noticed before.
After we ate, Sarah suggested a card game she had brought from home, something complicated with shifting rules that I didn't fully understand but played anyway. We bet with chocolate from the care packages their families had sent, and Maya cheated outrageously while Jen called her on it and Sarah tried to mediate. I won the first round by accident and the teasing that followed was relentless.
"Beginner's luck," Maya declared, dealing the next hand.
"Or you're all just terrible at cards,” I said.
"Impossible," Jen said. "Sarah literally wrote out the rules and made us all study them."
"Of course she did," I said, and Sarah threw a piece of chocolate at me which I caught in my mouth and ate.
The game devolved as the night went on, rules forgotten in favor of making each other laugh. Maya invented new rules that made no sense. Jen started reading people's cards out loud just to create chaos. Sarah gave up trying to maintain order and joined in the madness. We ended up in a pile of cards and chocolate wrappers and laughter that felt younger than any of us, me especially.
"I'm sticky," Maya announced, looking at her chocolate-covered fingers.
"That's because you have no self-control," Jen said.
"Says the woman who ate an entire bar in one round," Maya shot back.
They started arguing about it in a way that was clearly more play than actual disagreement, and then Maya was chasing Jen around the compound while Sarah and I watched from the table. When Maya caught her, they tumbled into one of the hammocks together, still laughing, and the hammock promptly flipped and dumped them into the sand.
I went to help them up and Sarah followed, and we were all trying to right the hammock while also laughing too hard to be effective. Somehow we ended up in a tangle of limbs and rope and fabric, nobody quite sure whose hand was where or who was holding up what. Maya's face was inches from mine at one point, close enough that I could count her eyelashes in the lamplight. Sarah's hand was on my chest, steadying herself or steadying me, I couldn't tell which. Jen was pressed against my back, her laughter vibrating through both of us.
We finally got the hammock sorted and ourselves extracted, but we stayed close afterward, none of us quite ready to retreat to separate spaces. We ended up lying in the sand looking up at the stars, arranged in a rough circle with our heads nearly touching in the center. Maya found my hand in the darkness and held it, casual and warm. Sarah's shoulder pressed against mine on the other side. Jen's foot was hooked over my ankle in a way that felt both accidental and intentional.
"Two more months," Maya said into the darkness.
"Don't," Sarah said. "We're not thinking about that yet."
"I'm just saying. Two more months and then back to real life and schedules and winter and everything being complicated again."
"This is real life," Jen said. "This counts."
"Does it?" Maya asked, and her hand tightened around mine. "Or is this just a break from real life? A pause before everything goes back to normal?"
I didn't have an answer for that, and I knew none of them did. We lay in the hot sand connected by touch and I wondered if we were building something or destroying it, and whether any of this would survive the world beyond this island, or if that was the point.
The next few days took on a different quality, like the air itself had changed. The morning routines remained the same on the surface, but underneath there was a current running through everything we did together. Maya started sleeping in later, which meant she would appear at breakfast in whatever she had fallen asleep in, rumpled and warm from bed. Sarah stopped pinning her hair up so carefully, letting it fall loose around her shoulders. Jen wore less and less around the compound, claiming the heat was unbearable, and nobody argued.
I tried to maintain some semblance of professional distance but failed almost immediately.
It started innocently enough. We were working on the water pump one morning, me underneath it trying to tighten a connection that kept dripping, when Sarah crouched down beside me to hand me a wrench. She was close enough that I could smell whatever soap she used, something clean and simple, and when I took the tool from her our fingers overlapped.
"You have grease on your face," she said, and before I could respond she reached out and wiped it away with her thumb. The gesture was casual but her touch lingered, her thumb tracing along my cheekbone in a way that made me forget what I was doing.
"Thanks," I managed, and she smiled and walked away, and I spent the next ten minutes accomplishing nothing because I kept thinking about the warmth of her hand on my face.




Chapter 6

That afternoon, Maya convinced me to help her practice a new song on her guitar. She positioned herself cross-legged on the floor of the main hut and patted the space directly in front of her, closer than was strictly necessary for guitar instruction. When I sat down, our knees touched, but she didn't move hers away.
"Put your hand here," she said, taking my wrist and guiding my fingers to the fretboard. "Feel how the strings resist? You have to press hard enough to make clean contact but not so hard that you bend the pitch."
I was acutely aware of her hand wrapped around my wrist, of the way she leaned in close to check my finger placement, of how her hair fell forward and brushed against my arm. She smelled like sunscreen and coconut, and I found myself focusing on that instead of whatever she was trying to teach me about music. The accidental intimacy was overpowering.
"You're not paying attention," she said, looking up at me with eyes that knew exactly why I was distracted.
"I'm trying to pay attention," I said.
"To the guitar?" she asked, and there was a challenge in her voice that had nothing to do with music.
"Among other things," I admitted, and her crooked mile widened. She was pleased about that.
That evening, Jen appeared while I was fixing the generator, wearing shorts that were probably illegal in several countries and a tank top that left very little to imagination. She watched me work for a few minutes before crouching down beside me, close enough that her bare shoulder pressed against my arm. It was like she was testing me, the way she pretended to be unaware of what she clearly intended to tease me with.
“Um, can I ask you something personal?" she said.
"That depends on the question," I said, not looking up from the carburetor I was cleaning.
"What do you think about us?" she asked. “Really? Actually think, I mean. Not the professional security guy answer."
I set down the part I was holding and looked at her. "I think you're making this job a lot more complicated than it needs to be."
"Complicated how?" she asked full of pretended innocence, and she was definitely leaning closer than she had been a moment before.
"You know how," I said.
"Maybe I just want to hear you say it," she said, and her hand came to rest on my knee, light and warm and impossible to ignore. The conversation was tightly private.
I should have moved away. I should have said something about appropriate boundaries. Instead I said, “I think you're trouble. All three of you. The best kind of trouble, but still trouble."
"Good," she said after a long, thoughtful pause, and she squeezed my knee before standing up and walking away, leaving me staring after her and wondering what exactly I had just agreed to.
The following night, after dinner had dissolved into the usual chaos of cleanup and conversation, Sarah suggested we watch a movie on her laptop. The battery was fully charged and we had nothing planned for the next day, and it seemed harmless enough until we all settled in to watch and I realized there was only one place to sit that would allow all of us to see the small screen.
We ended up on the floor of the main hut, pillows and blankets arranged in a nest that Sarah had engineered with her usual precision. I sat with my back against the wall and Maya immediately claimed the spot between my legs, settling back against my chest like it was the most natural thing in the world. Sarah sat to my left, her side pressed against mine, her head coming to rest on my shoulder about ten minutes into the film. Jen stretched out on my right with her head using my thigh like a pillow. I tried to focus on the movie and failed completely.
Maya shifted during a tense scene, pressing back against me, and I felt every point of contact between us like a live wire. Sarah's hand found mine in the darkness, fingers wrapping through mine with an intimacy that made my throat tighten. Jen turned her head and I could feel her breath warm against my leg through the thin fabric of my shorts.
When the movie ended, nobody moved immediately. We remained in the tangle of limbs and warmth, and I was aware that this had now crossed some invisible lines that we couldn't uncross.
"Can I ask you something?" Maya said into the quiet, and I felt the words as much as heard them, her back vibrating against my chest. She was clearly talking to me.
"You're going to anyway," I said, which had become our usual exchange.
"What do you notice first? About women, I mean. When you meet them." Her question had at least vague connection to the movie we just watched.
Sarah's hand tightened around mine. Jen shifted against my leg. The question hung in the air like a physical thing regardless of how innocent it might have started.
"That's definitely personal," I said.
“Well we're all friends here now,” Maya said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. "We're just curious. You know things about the world that we don't."
"What kind of things?" I asked, though I suspected I knew exactly what she meant.
"Experience things," Sarah said quietly from my shoulder. "We've all been pretty sheltered. Church and school and more church. You've been out in the actual world."
"The actual world isn't that different from this one," I said.
"But you've dated," Jen said, her voice muffled against my leg. "You've had relationships. We're just asking what you look for."
I should have deflected. I should have said something safe and meaningless. Instead I found myself answering honestly. "Intelligence first. Someone who can surprise me, who doesn't think or talk in predictable patterns. Then probably eyes. The way someone looks at the world tells you everything about who they are."
"What else?" Maya asked, and she shifted. I was extremely aware of the shape of her against me.
"Confidence," I said. "Not arrogance. Just someone who knows who they are and doesn't apologize for it."
"Are we confident?" Sarah asked, and there was vulnerability in the question that made me want to protect her from whatever answer I was about to give.
"You're terrifying," I said. "All three of you. You came to a place where you don't speak the language, where nothing works properly, where you're completely dependent on a stranger for safety, and you made it your home in six weeks. That takes more confidence than most people have in their entire lives."
Maya turned her head to look up at me, and in the dim light from the laptop screen her expression was unreadable. "What about attraction? Physical attraction, I mean. What makes someone attractive to you?"
"Maya," Sarah said, a warning in her voice.
"What?" Maya said. "We're adults. We can talk about this stuff."
"Can we?" I asked.
"Why not?" Jen said, and I felt her hand come to rest on my calf, casual and warm. "We're isolated here. It's not like we're going to see anyone from home for two months. We can ask questions we wouldn't normally ask. What happens here stays here, we already agreed on that point.”
“We hadn’t,” I pointed out, but I was already losing. “What questions?" I asked, though I wasn't sure I wanted the answer.
"Like whether you think about us," Maya said. Her directness was both shocking and somehow exactly what I should have expected. "The way we obviously think about you."
The silence that followed was heavy with implications. I could feel Sarah's pulse in her wrist where her hand held mine. I could feel Maya's breathing,  faster than normal. I could feel Jen's fingers tightening on my leg. They had clearly been talking privately.
"I think," I said carefully, “that this conversation is dangerous."
"Why?" Sarah asked, direct, innocent, straight.
"Because you know the answer," I finally said is.
Maya turned fully then, shifting so she was facing me, still between my legs but now able to see my face clearly. "Do we? Because sometimes I think yes, and sometimes I think we're imagining things because we're lonely and isolated and you're the only man within five miles who isn't seventy years old."
"You're not imagining things," I said, and the admission felt like jumping off a cliff.
"So you do think about us," Jen said, not a question anymore.
"Yes," I said. “How could I not?”
"Which one?" Maya asked, and there was a playfulness in her voice that didn't quite hide the real question underneath.
"All of you," I said. "Separately and together and in ways I definitely shouldn't be thinking about people I'm supposed to be protecting."
Sarah's breath caught, and I felt it because she was still pressed against me. "Together?" she asked, and she added a fake shocked gasp.
"I'm not answering that," I said.
"Why not?" Maya asked. "We crossed the line. Might as well get a good look at what's on the other side."
“I’m calling it, girls,” I said. “Nite nite everybody.”
They complained but they also knew like I did we were skirting awfully close to even more lines of even greater consequence. I slid myself out from under and beside them and force myself outside.
The next morning I woke to voices outside my hut, conspiratorial whispers that dissolved into laughter. I pulled on shorts and opened the door to find all three of them sitting on my steps like they had been waiting for me, which they probably had.
"We need help with the solar panels," Maya announced, which was obviously not true because the solar panels were working fine.
"What's wrong with them?" I asked.
"They're dusty," she said. “So very dusty. Dangerously dusty."
"Dangerously," I repeated.
"Sarah read that dust can reduce efficiency by up to thirty percent," Jen added.
“Thirty percent," Sarah said, “is terribly  significant."
I looked at the three of them, at their identical expressions of manufactured innocence, and decided not to question whatever they were up to and call their bluff. "Fine. Let me get the ladder."




Chapter 7

The solar panels were on the roof of the main hut, which meant climbing a ladder that had seen better days, all while carrying cleaning supplies. I went up first and Maya followed immediately, not waiting for an invitation. The roof was flat enough to stand on safely, barely, and she stood closer than necessary while I showed her how to wipe down the panels without damaging them.
"Like this?" she asked, reaching across me to demonstrate, her whole side pressing against mine.
"Exactly like that," I said, but she stayed pressed against me for several more seconds longer than any demonstration required.
Sarah came up next with more rags and a spray bottle, and somehow the three of us ended up in a space that was only meant for one person. Every movement required contact, brushing past each other, reaching around, steadying each other on the uneven surface. Maya put her hand on my lower back to keep her balance while stretching to reach a far corner. Sarah's fingers wrapped around my bicep when she wobbled.
"This is efficient," Jen called from the ground. "Three people cleaning what one person could clean in the same amount of time."
"We're bonding," Maya called back. "Team building. Character development. Like we said?” she added in a private hush.
When we finished and climbed down, we were overheated from the sun and proximity. Maya pulled her shirt away from her skin, fanning herself. "I need to cool off."
"The shower?" Sarah suggested.
"The ocean," Maya countered, and then she was walking toward the beach behind the compound, pulling her shirt over her head as she went. She had a bikini top underneath, bright blue against her tanned skin.
Sarah and Jen followed, and I trailed after them, watching as they stripped down to their binkins with an unselfconsciousness that seemed new. Or maybe not new, maybe just unleashed. They ran into the water and I followed at a more reasonable pace, and by the time I waded in they were in the middle of some game that involved a lot of splashing and diving and shrieking with laughter.
Maya swam over to me and without warning jumped up and wrapped her legs around my waist, her arms around my neck. "Chicken fight," she announced, and she laughed into my neck, biting me.
"Against who?" I asked, my hands automatically wrapping around her to support her thighs. It was unnoticed or invited, even.
"Sarah and Jen," she said, as if this was obvious.
Sarah climbed onto Jen's shoulders with significantly more grace, and then we were playing a game I hadn't played since I was a teenager, except this version involved Maya's thighs locked around my ribs and her hands gripping my shoulders for leverage and her body pressed against the back of my head. When she leaned forward to grapple with Sarah, I was very aware of every point of contact between us.
We lost the first round when I lost my footing and we both went under. When we surfaced, Maya was laughing and still holding onto me, face to face now, her legs still around my waist. Water dripped from her hair onto my chest and she made no move to let go.
"Rematch," she demanded.
We played for another hour, switching partners, the game becoming more chaotic and less about actual competition. At one point I had Sarah on my shoulders and she leaned down to say something to me, her hands in my hair for balance, and I felt her breath against my ear. Later Jen convinced me to let her ride piggyback to deeper water, her arms wrapped around my neck, her chin hooked over my shoulder.
When we finally came out of the water, we collapsed on the sand in a loose pile, breathing hard and still laughing. Maya rolled over and used my stomach as a pillow, her wet hair soaking through my shorts. Sarah stretched out perpendicular to us, her head near mine, close enough that I could have turned and our faces would have been inches apart. Jen lay on her back on my other side, her hand finding mine in the sand between us, fingers interlacing casually.
We stayed there until the sun started to dry us off, none of us particularly motivated to move. Maya traced absent patterns on my ribs through my wet shirt. Sarah's hand came to rest on my shoulder. Jen's thumb traced circles on the back of my hand.
"We should do something tonight," Maya said eventually. "Something special."
"Define special," I said.
"I don't know. Not village work. Not programs. Just us doing something fun."
We ended up deciding on a bonfire and cooking dinner on the beach, which required another trip to the market for supplies. All three of them came this time, crammed into the Land Cruiser's front seat because none of them wanted to sit alone in the back. Maya sat in the middle, her thigh pressed against mine every time I shifted gears. Sarah leaned forward from her position half on Maya's lap, her hand braced on my headrest, fingers occasionally brushing my neck. Jen had the window seat and kept turning to point things out, her hand on my shoulder or arm for emphasis.
At the market, they split up to gather different items on Sarah's list, but they kept circling back to wherever I was, touching base. Maya would appear with fruit and press a mango into my hand, her fingers curling around mine. Sarah asked my opinion on fish and stood close enough that her shoulder tucked under my arm. Jen found me looking at vegetables and hooked her finger through my belt loop to get my attention, tugging me toward a different stall.
The drive back was slower, all of us tired from the sun and water. Maya fell asleep against my shoulder. Sarah's hand found its way to my knee, resting there like it belonged and Jen played with my hair absently, probably not even aware she was doing it.
We spent the afternoon preparing for the evening, and the casual touching had become so constant it felt like breathing. Sarah stood between my legs while I sat on the counter, showing me how to properly devein shrimp, her back against my chest. Maya fed me pieces of fruit while we worked, her fingers brushing my lips. Jen leaned against me while reading the recipe, her hip pressed to mine, her hand on my thigh for balance.
When the sun started to set, we carried everything down to the beach and built a fire. We cooked together, passing food and utensils, reaching around and across each other in the small space. Maya sat cross-legged between my knees while we waited for the fish to cook, leaning back against me while playing her guitar. Sarah settled beside me, her head on my shoulder, her hand resting on my chest over my heart. Jen stretched out with her head in my lap, looking up at the stars, occasionally reaching up to trace the line of my jaw or brush hair from my forehead.
After we ate, Maya convinced us all to swim again, nighttime this time, bioluminescence in the water making every movement spark with blue-green light. We splashed and played and the darkness made everyone bolder. Hands found skin in the darkness, ostensibly to keep track of each other. Bodies pressed close under the guise of safety. When we came out of the water, we were all breathing harder than the swimming warranted.
We dried off by the fire and Maya pulled me down to sit in the sand, then immediately positioned herself in my lap, her back to my chest, my arms around her waist. "Warmest spot," she announced, and neither Sarah nor Jen argued, though Sarah came to sit pressed against my side and Jen mirrored her on my other side.
We talked about nothing important, but the silences between words felt heavy with things unsaid. Maya shifted in my lap, small movements that she had to know I noticed. Sarah's hand traced patterns on my arm, up and down, fingertips light. Jen's fingers played with the hem of my shirt, occasionally brushing the skin of my lower back. The touches were constant now.
"We should probably head back," Sarah said eventually, though nobody moved.
"Probably," Jen agreed, still not moving.
"Five more minutes," Maya said, but she only  settled more firmly against me.
Five minutes became twenty, twenty became forty, forty became an hour. When we finally forced ourselves to stand and walk back to the compound, we moved slowly, reluctant to break whatever spell the darkness and firelight had cast on us. At the edge of the compound, before we separated to our individual huts, Maya turned and hugged me, full body contact that lasted longer than any previous hug. Sarah followed, and then Jen, and each embrace felt different but equally charged with things unspoken.
I lay in my hammock that night listening to their quiet voices from the hut they apparently were all sharing tonight instead of sleeping separately. I heard laughter, whispers, sounds I couldn't quite make out. I wondered what they were talking about, what they were thinking, whether they felt the same electricity I did every time we touched.
I was in serious trouble, and I suspected they knew it, and I suspected that was exactly what they had planned on.




Chapter 8

The next few days blurred together in a haze of heat and proximity and boundaries that kept shifting like sand. The village programs continued, the work got done, but everything else changed in ways that would have been impossible to explain to anyone who wasn't there.
It started with Maya declaring that clothes were optional in the compound after dark, by which she meant she was tired of wearing a shirt when it was ninety degrees with ninety percent humidity. She appeared at dinner in just a bikini top and shorts, and when Sarah started to say something about propriety, Maya just looked at her and said, “Who's going to see? The coconuts?"
Sarah lasted another day before she started doing the same. Jen had apparently never cared about shirts to begin with. I tried to maintain some standard of decency but they made fun of me until I gave up and started wandering around in just shorts most of the time.
"Much better," Maya said, running her hand across my shoulders one evening. "You were hiding this whole time."
"I wasn't hiding anything," I said.
"You definitely were," Jen said from where she was lying in a hammock. "Come here, let me see."
I walked over and she reached up to trace the scar on my ribs, the one from Kandahar that I usually kept covered. "How did this happen?"
"Shrapnel," I said. "Nothing dramatic."
"It looks dramatic," she said, her fingers following the twisted line of scar tissue. "It looks like it should have killed you."
"Probably should have," I agreed.
Sarah appeared from nowhere and touched a different scar on my shoulder. "And this one?"
"Training accident," I said. "I zigged when I should have zagged."
"You're like a map," Maya said, materializing on my other side. "A map of everywhere you've been and everything you've survived."
She kissed the scar on my shoulder, casual and quick, and then looked at me to see if I would stop her. When I didn't, Sarah did the same to the one on my ribs. Then Jen reached up and pulled me down and kissed the scar near my collarbone that I hadn't even mentioned.
"Cataloging," Maya said when she saw my expression. "For science." They all laughed lightly.
They found every scar, every old wound, and marked each one with their mouths like they were claiming territory. When they finished I was breathing harder than I should have been and they were all looking very pleased with themselves.
"Your turn," Maya said, and before I could ask what she meant, she turned around and lifted her hair. "I fell out of a tree when I was eight. Can you find the mark?"
There was a faint white line at the base of her neck. I touched it with my fingertip, tracing the length of it, and she shivered. "I see it," I said.
"You're supposed to kiss it," she said. "For science."
I leaned down and pressed my lips to the scar, and I felt her breath catch. When I pulled back, Sarah had turned around too, showing me her shoulder blade.
"Bike accident when I was twelve," she said.
I kissed that scar too, taking my time, and when I lifted my head Jen was pulling up the hem of her shirt to show me a mark on her hip.
"Appendectomy," she said. "When I was sixteen."
That scar required me to kneel down, and when my lips touched the skin of her hip she made a sound that went straight through me. I stood up and found all three of them watching me with expressions that were openly hungry now, and I knew I should put a stop to this but I couldn't figure out how.
"We should swim," I said, which was a coward's exit but the best I could manage.
They let me escape to the water, but they followed, and swimming at night had become its own kind of danger. It was too dark to see clearly, which meant navigation by touch, which meant hands on skin more often than not. Maya wrapped herself around me in the water, ostensibly because she had gotten a cramp, but the cramp seemed to have magically healed by the time she unwrapped herself ten minutes later. Sarah asked me to show her how to float properly and I supported her weight with my hands while she stared up at the stars and occasionally let her fingers trail through my hair.
Jen was the boldest in the water, or maybe just the most honest about what she was doing. She would swim up behind me and wrap her arms around my neck, her legs around my waist, and just hold on while I treaded water for both of us.
"This is nice," she would say, her mouth close to my ear. "Just floating. Not thinking."
"Is that what we're doing?" I asked. "Not thinking?"
"Definitely not thinking," she confirmed, and bit my earlobe gently before letting go and swimming away with a little laugh.
Back on shore we would dry off by sitting close to the fire, which inevitably meant someone ending up in someone else's lap. It rotated through them like they had a schedule. Maya would claim my lap first, wiggling around until she found a comfortable position that was maximally uncomfortable for me. Sarah would take her turn later, quieter about it but no less deliberate in how she positioned herself. Jen would wait until we were all half-asleep and then sprawl across all of us like a cat, making contact with as much skin as possible.
One night Sarah was in my lap, her back to my chest, and Maya was painting Sarah's toenails by firelight. Jen was lying with her head on my thigh, half-asleep, and Maya looked up from her careful painting and said, “Do you think we're being bad?"
"Bad how?" Sarah asked.
"Just bad," Maya said. "All this touching and lying around half-naked and thinking about things we probably shouldn't be thinking about."
"What are you thinking about?" I asked, though I knew I shouldn't.
"You know exactly what we think about," she said, and she went back to painting nails.
"The church would say this is bad," Sarah said quietly. "All of it. They'd say we're playing with fire."
"We are playing with fire," Jen said without opening her eyes. "Literally and metaphorically."
"But it doesn't feel bad," Maya said. "It feels good. It feels right. How can something that feels this right be wrong, am I right?”
"Lots of things feel right until they're not," I said.
"Spoken like someone with experience," Jen said, and her hand found mine, fingers interlacing all over again. "Tell us about something that felt right but wasn't."
"We don't have that much time," I said.
"Pick one then," Maya said. "The worst one."
I thought about it, very aware of Sarah's weight against me, of Jen's hand in mine, of Maya watching me with those challenging eyes. "I had a friend in my unit," I said finally. "Best friend I ever had. We went through training together, deployed together, saved each other's lives more times than I can count. When we got back stateside, he asked me to go into business with him. Security consulting. It made perfect sense."
"But you didn't," Sarah said.
"I didn't. I said I needed time to decompress, to figure things out. I'd catch up with him later. Except later never came because six months after that conversation he was dead. Heart attack at thirty-two. Probably stress-related, probably preventable if he'd had someone watching his back."
The fire crackled and popped in the silence that followed. Then Maya said, “So you're here because you think you should have been there."
"I'm here because here is very far from there," I said.
"That's not the same thing," Jen said, squeezing my hand.
"It's close enough," I said.
Sarah twisted in my lap so she was facing me, her legs on either side of my hips, her hands on my shoulders. "You can't fix the past by punishing yourself in the present," she said.
"I'm not punishing myself," I said. "I'm just being careful."
"About what?" she asked, and her face was very close to mine now.
"About getting attached to things I'm going to lose," I said.
"You're going to lose us anyway," Maya said. "In two months we're gone. So you might as well enjoy what you have while you have it."
"Is that theology or rationalization?" I asked.
"Both," she said. "Maybe everything is both."
Sarah was still in my lap, still facing me, and the firelight made her eyes look gold. "Can I try something?" she asked.
"That depends on what it is," I said.
"Close your eyes," she said.
I shouldn't have, but I did. I felt her hands frame my face, felt her shift closer, felt her breath on my lips. Then I felt her tongue trace my lower lip, slow and careful, and every nerve in my body lit up. She completed the circle then pulled back.
"Eyes open," she said.
When I opened them, all three of them were watching me with interest.
"Did that cross the line?" Sarah asked.
"I don't know," I said honestly. "Did it feel like it crossed the line?"
"It felt like I wanted to do it," she said. "And more. But I don't know if wanting something makes it right or wrong."
"What do you think?" Maya asked me. "Expert opinion. Where's the line actually drawn?"
"The line is wherever you decide it is," I said. "It's not external. It's not something I can tell you. It's what you can live with after."
"Very diplomatic," Jen said. "Not helpful, but diplomatic."
Maya stood up and brushed sand off her legs. "I think we need to establish what we're comfortable with. Systematically. Like scientists."
"Here we go," Jen said, but she was smiling.
"I'm serious," Maya said. "We're all circling around this thing and nobody wants to say what they want because we're scared of being the first one to admit it. So let's just admit it. All of it."
"All of what?" I asked.
"That we like touching you," she said. "That we think about you in bed. That we're curious about all the things we're not supposed to be curious about."
"Maya," Sarah said, but it wasn't a protest.
"What?" Maya said. "It's true. You think it, I think it, Jen definitely thinks it. The only person pretending not to think it is Terry, and even he's not doing a great job of pretending anymore."
She walked over and straddled my lap, facing me like Sarah had been but without Sarah's hesitation. Her hands went to my shoulders and she looked at me with absolute directness.
“So tell me to stop," she said.
"Stop," I said.
"Do you mean it?" she asked.
I didn't answer, which was an answer.
She leaned in and licked my neck, slow and careful, her tongue tracing from my collarbone to my ear. I felt my hands tighten on her hips involuntarily and she made a satisfied sound.
"That's what I thought," she said, and then she climbed off me and went back to her spot like nothing happened.
I looked at the other two, who were watching this with expressions I couldn't quite read. "You're all going to be the death of me," I said.
"Probably," Jen agreed. "But what a way to go."




Chapter 9

The next day they were worse, or better, depending on perspective. The village program was on hygiene and handwashing, which Sarah taught with her usual precision while Maya and Jen helped demonstrate. I stayed in the background like always, but I could feel them looking at me throughout, little glances and smiles that the villagers definitely noticed.
On the drive back, Maya tight against me, claiming there wasn't enough room otherwise, which wasn't even remotely true. She shifted and moved every time we hit a bump, which was often, and by the time we got back to the compound I was ready to suggest we all take separate cold showers.
Instead they suggested we work on the water system, which had developed a leak that needed fixing. This required crawling under the hut into a space that was tight and dark and required me to lie on my back while they handed me tools.
Except they didn't just hand me tools. They crawled under with me, one at a time, ostensibly to hold the flashlight or provide assistance. Maya went first and managed to position herself so she was lying half on top of me while shining the light at the pipe. Sarah came next and somehow ended up with her head on my chest, her hand on my stomach, while explaining what she thought the problem was. Jen's turn involved her straddling me to get a better angle with the wrench, which I was certain wasn't necessary but also wasn't going to argue about.
When we finally fixed the leak and crawled out, we were all filthy and sweaty and covered in cobwebs. Maya pulled her shirt off and used it to wipe her face, standing there in just her bikini top and shorts. Sarah followed suit. Then Jen. Then they all looked at me expectantly.
"Shower time," Maya announced. "All of us. The outdoor shower is big enough."
"It's definitely not," I said.
"Sure it is," she said. "If we're friendly about it."
This was absolutely where I should have drawn a line, established a boundary, said something adult and responsible. Instead I followed them to the outdoor shower, and we took turns under the gravity-fed water, which was barely a trickle and required us to stand very close together to all fit under it.
Maya went first, rinsing off the worst of the dirt while I tried to look anywhere else. Then she grabbed my hand and pulled me under with her, soaking us both. Sarah and Jen joined without invitation, and suddenly we were all in the tiny shower space, water running over all of us, skin against skin, hands steadying and touching and exploring under the excuse of helping with soap or reaching for shampoo.
I had my eyes closed, trying to maintain some shred of self-control, when I felt lips on my chest. Then my shoulder. Then my neck. I opened my eyes to find them taking turns, marking me with their mouths like they had done with the scars, and this time there wasn’t anything scientific about it.
Sp tell us to stop," Sarah whispered against my ear.
"Stop," I said, but my hands were on her waist, holding her close.
"Do you mean it?" she asked, echoing Maya from the night before.
I didn't answer, and she smiled and kissed my jaw, my cheek, the corner of my mouth but not quite my lips. “Such a brat,” she murmured.
When we finally extracted ourselves from the shower, we were cleaner but no less heated. We spent the rest of the afternoon in a kind of fever dream, moving around each other, touching constantly, testing limits that kept expanding. By the time the sun set, I had lost track of whose hands were whose, who had kissed what part of me, where all the lines we weren't supposed to cross had gone.
That night we didn't even pretend to go to separate huts. We built a fire on the beach and lay in a pile under the stars, limbs tangled, barriers dissolved, talking about everything except what we were doing and why we couldn't seem to stop.
The idea came from Jen, which should have been my first warning that it was going to spiral out of control.
"We should go shopping," she announced over breakfast, looking up from her coffee with that particular gleam in her eye that meant trouble.
"For what?" Sarah asked, ever practical.
"For fun," Jen said. "When's the last time any of us wore something that wasn't practical or modest or designed for village work? I want to feel pretty. I want clothes that are completely inappropriate for missionary work."
"We're on a remote island," I pointed out. "Where exactly are you planning to wear inappropriate clothes?"
"Around the compound," Maya said, catching onto the idea immediately. "Around you. That's reason enough." She grinned challengingly at me.
Sarah was quiet for a moment, and I could see her working through the logic, trying to find the flaw in the plan. Then she said, There's that boutique in the big town. The one we passed on the way to the port. It had dresses in the window."
"Tight dresses," Maya said. "I remember thinking they looked fun."
"Fun is one word for it," I said.
"What word would you use?" Jen asked, and there was a challenge in her voice.
I knew better than to answer that question honestly, so I just drank my coffee and let them plan.
Two hours later we were in the Land Cruiser heading to the bigger town, which was a two-hour drive along the coast. They made me stop at an ATM first so they could pool their money, arguing about budgets and practicality until Sarah finally said they were each allowed to spend whatever they wanted because they were adults and it was their money and nobody from the church was going to audit their personal purchases.
The boutique was exactly what I expected, which meant it was going to be a very long afternoon. The owner, a woman in her fifties who introduced herself as Carmen, took one look at the three of them and her eyes lit up like she had just won the lottery.
"For you, I have perfect things," she said, pulling dresses from racks with the confidence of someone who knew exactly what she was doing. "You are all different, need different styles. But beautiful, all of you. Very beautiful."
She shooed me toward a chair in the corner. "You sit. You watch. You tell them what you think."
"I don't think that's my job," I said, turning for the door.
"Of course it is your job," Carmen said. "They want to look beautiful for someone. That someone is you. So you watch and you say yes or no."
The three of them disappeared into fitting rooms with armfuls of fabric, and I resigned myself to my fate. The first dress appeared ten minutes later, modeled by Maya, who stepped out of the fitting room and did a slow spin.
It was red and short and clung to every curve she had, and I made the mistake of letting my expression show what I thought of it.
"I'll take that as a yes," she said, grinning.
"I didn't say anything," I said.
"You didn't have to," she said, and disappeared back into the fitting room.
Sarah came out next, in something blue that was more conservative than Maya's choice but still showed more skin than I had seen her show in public. She looked nervous, tugging at the hem.
"Too much?" she asked.
"Not enough," Maya called from her fitting room, and Sarah blushed but smiled.
"It's good," I said. "It suits you."
"Good means boring," Jen said, emerging in a black dress that was more suggestion than actual fabric. "This is good. Sarah's is pretty."
"I like pretty," Sarah said, but she went back to try on something else anyway.
This went on for an hour, an endless parade of dresses and outfits, each one tighter or shorter or more revealing than the last. Carmen brought out accessories, shoes with heels that seemed dangerous, jewelry that caught the light. The three of them consulted with each other, asked my opinion, modeled for me like I was some kind of judge.
"What about this one?" Maya asked, appearing in something white that barely qualified as a dress.
"Where exactly are you planning to wear that?" I asked.
"Dancing," she said. "There's a club here, right Carmen?"
"Oh yes," Carmen said. "Very fun. Very popular. You should go tonight."
"We should absolutely go tonight," Jen said, emerging in a different black dress, this one  more substantial but somehow even more suggestive. "All of us. Terry can be our date."
"I'm not going to a nightclub," I said.
"Why not?" Maya asked. "You're security. You're supposed to keep us safe. How can you keep us safe if you're not there for us?”
"That's a terrible argument," I said.
"It's a great argument," she said. "Plus we bought all these dresses and where else are we going to wear them? We can't waste them."
Sarah emerged, this time in something emerald green that made her eyes look impossible. "We never do anything fun," she said quietly. "It's always work and programs and being responsible. Just once, couldn't we be irresponsible?"
I looked at the three of them, all dressed up and hopeful, and I knew I had lost this argument. "Fine. But we're not staying late, and if anything feels unsafe we leave immediately."
They squealed and hugged each other and disappeared back into the fitting rooms to make final decisions. Carmen caught my eye and winked. "You are a good man," she said. "Patient. They are lucky to have you."
"I'm not sure luck is the right word," I said.
"No?" she asked. "What word would you use?"
I thought about it. "Doomed, probably."
She laughed and went to help them pick out shoes.
By the time we left the boutique, they had accumulated bags full of dresses and heels and things I was trying very hard not to think about. Jen had also spotted a lingerie shop across the street and before I could object they were dragging me inside, arguing about sizes and styles and colors while I stood near the entrance trying to become invisible.
"Terry, come look at this," Maya called, holding up something that was more lace than fabric.
"I'm good over here," I called back.
"Don't be boring," she said, and came over to where I was standing, holding the garment up against herself. "What do you think? Too much?"
"I think I'm not qualified to have opinions about this," I said.
"Everyone has opinions about this," she said. "That's the whole point of it. Does it make you want to look? Yes or no?"
"Maya," I said, a warning in my voice.
"That's a yes," she said, satisfied, and went to buy it.
Sarah was more subtle, asking the shop attendant for advice while occasionally glancing over at me to gauge my reaction. Jen was shameless, holding things up and making commentary about fit and function that was absolutely designed to make me uncomfortable.
When we finally left, they were in high spirits, laughing and talking about the evening ahead. We found a restaurant for a late lunch, and they disappeared to the bathroom in a group and came back wearing makeup that they had apparently applied in the fluorescent bathroom lighting.
"Practice," Maya explained, when I raised an eyebrow. "We need to remember how to do this before tonight."
"You're taking this very seriously," I said.
“Yeah, we’re taking fun seriously," Jen corrected me and she made a show of rolling her eyes.




Chapter 10

After lunch, we had several hours to kill before the club would be open, so we walked around the town, and I was very aware of the way men looked at them now that they were dressed differently, made up, clearly out for a good time. I stayed close, and they seemed to enjoy having me there, Maya hooking her arm through mine, Sarah taking my other arm, Jen walking  behind with her hand on my back.
"We look like your harem," Jen observed plainly.
"We kind of are his harem," Maya said, and then they all dissolved into laughter.
"That's not funny," I said.
"It's hilarious," Maya said. "Terry and his three missionary girlfriends. The church would lose their minds."
"The church is never finding out about any of this," Sarah said, but she was smiling.
"About what?" Jen asked innocently. "We're just shopping. And going dancing. Perfectly innocent activities."
"Wearing those dresses is not innocent," I said.
"Are you calling us immodest, Terry?" Maya asked, mock-offended. "Because these are very modest by club standards."
"That's not the standard we usually use," Sarah pointed out.
"Maybe we've been using the wrong standards," Jen said. "Maybe we should measure modesty by whether it makes us feel good instead of whether it makes other people comfortable."
"That's a very convenient philosophy," I said.
"Convenient doesn't mean wrong," she said.
We found a place where I could buy clothes that were appropriate for a nightclub, which meant dark jeans and a shirt that wasn't work-related. The three of them supervised my choices with the same intensity I had supervised theirs, arguing about colors and fit and whether the shirt should be buttoned all the way or left open at the collar.
"Open," Maya decided. "Definitely open."
"Show off the chest hair," Jen agreed.
"I hate all of you," I said, but I bought the shirt.
By the time evening approached, we had checked into a small hotel because the drive back to the compound would take too long after a night out. Carmen had recommended it, and the owner seemed unsurprised when I checked in with three women who were clearly with me but also clearly getting separate rooms.
"Two rooms," I told him. "They can share."
We rooms next to each other on the second floor, and they immediately began a process of getting ready that involved moving between rooms, borrowing makeup and hair tools, consulting each other on every decision. I showered and changed in my room and tried not to think about what they were doing in theirs.
When they knocked on my door an hour later, I wasn't prepared.
Maya wore the red dress and heels that made her legs look endless. Sarah had chosen the emerald green after all, paired with subtle jewelry that caught the light. Jen's black dress fit her like it had been designed specifically for her body, and all three of them had done something with their hair and makeup that transformed them from the women I saw every day into something that made my mouth go dry.
"Well?" Maya asked, doing a slow spin. "Will we do?"
"You'll do," I managed.
"Just 'do'?" Jen asked. "That's all you've got?"
"If I say what I'm actually thinking, we're not making it to the club," I said.
They exchanged glances and smiled in a way that made me think that might have been the plan all along. But then Maya linked her arm through mine and said, "Come on, we have dancing to do."
The club was walking distance from the hotel, which was good because I wasn't sure I trusted myself to drive with the three of them looking like that. We could hear the music from a block away, bass thumping through the humid night air, and as we got closer I could see the crowd outside, mostly locals but enough tourists to make it clear this was a popular spot.
The bouncer waved us through without a cover charge, which happens when you show up with three beautiful women. Inside was dark and loud and packed with bodies moving to music that seemed designed to bypass the brain and go straight to the hips.
"Drinks first," Maya shouted over the music, and we made our way to the bar.
I ordered water for myself because someone needed to stay sober and alert. They each got something fruity and tropical that came with elaborate garnishes, and we found a spot near the edge of the dance floor where we could watch the crowd.
"This is amazing," Sarah said, her eyes wide as she took in the scene. "I've never been anywhere like this."
"Never?" I asked.
"Church girls, remember?" Jen said. "The wildest thing we did in college was stay up past midnight studying."
"That's depressing," I said.
"That's why we're here," Maya said, and she grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the dance floor. "Come on. Dance with us."
I let her pull me into the crowd, and then Sarah and Jen were there too, and we were moving to music that was too loud to think over. They took turns dancing with me, sometimes solo, sometimes all three at once, their bodies close in the darkness and crowd. Maya danced like she did everything else, fearless and laughing. Sarah was more reserved but still confident, her movements fluid and practiced. Jen surprised me by being the best dancer of the three, her body finding the rhythm effortlessly.
After a few songs, they started dancing with each other as much as with me, and I stepped back to watch. They moved together like they had choreographed it, which they probably had while getting ready. Maya's hands on Sarah's hips, Jen's body pressed against both of theirs, all three of them laughing and moving and completely unselfconscious.
Several men tried to join them, and I stepped in before any of them got too close. Maya saw me intercept someone and grinned, pulling me back into their circle. "Our man," she shouted over the music. "This is our man. We don't need anyone else."
"Your harem, I told you,” Jen added, and they all laughed while I shook my head.
We danced for hours until we were all sweating and tired and grinning like idiots. When we finally stumbled out into the night air, they were all leaning on me, happy and loose and beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with the dresses.
"Best night ever," Maya declared as we walked back to the hotel.
"We should do this every week," Sarah said.
"We should do this every night," Jen corrected.
"We absolutely shouldn't," I said, but I was smiling.
Back at the hotel, they followed me to my room instead of going to their own, piling onto the bed and kicking off their heels with groans of relief.
"My feet hurt," Maya announced.
"Beauty is pain," Jen said.
"So worth it though," Sarah added.
I sat in the chair and watched them sprawl across my bed, still high on adrenaline and music. Maya rolled onto her stomach and looked at me. "Thank you for tonight. For letting us do this."
"I didn't let you do anything," I said. "You decided and I got dragged along."
"You could have said no," she pointed out.
"Could I?" I asked.
"No," all three of them said in unison, and they dissolved into laughter.
They stayed for another hour, talking about the night, about the dancing, about the way they felt powerful and beautiful and free. Then, one by one, they kissed me goodnight, sweet and chaste despite everything else, and disappeared to their own room.
I lay in bed afterward, listening to them move around in the room on either side of mine, and wondered how I was supposed to go back to normal after this, how any of us were supposed to pretend that boundaries still existed when they so clearly didn't.
We slept late the next morning, all of us exhausted from dancing and from staying up too late talking. When we finally dragged ourselves out of bed, the plan was simple: breakfast, then a leisurely drive back to the compound. Nothing complicated, nothing that required much thought.
The restaurant we chose was near the market, a local place that Carmen had recommended. We ordered food and coffee and sat in the morning sun, all of us moving a little slower than usual, wearing our regular clothes but still carrying the energy from the night before.
Maya was in the middle of a story about one of the guys who had tried to dance with them when I noticed the man at the table near the entrance. He was watching us too intently, and his friend kept glancing at the door. I had learned to trust those instincts in Kandahar, and I trusted them now.
"We need to leave," I said quietly, interrupting Maya mid-sentence.
"We just ordered," Sarah said.
"Now," I said, standing up. "Out the back is better, yeah?”




Chapter 11

They knew my tone well enough by then to not argue. Jen was moving, Sarah right behind her. Maya hesitated just long enough to see the two men stand up, and then she was moving too.
I dropped cash on the table and followed them toward the kitchen, past startled staff who shouted after us. We burst out the back door into an alley, and I could hear footsteps behind us, more than two people now.
"Run," I said. "Toward the main street. Stay together."
They ran, and I was right behind them, my hand on Sarah's back to keep her moving when she started to slow. The alley opened onto a side street and I steered them left, toward where I had parked the Land Cruiser three blocks away.
Behind us, I heard shouting in French, words I recognized. They weren't asking us to stop politely.
"Terry," Jen said, breathing hard, and I could hear the fear in her voice.
"Keep moving," I said. "Two more blocks."
A motorcycle cut us off at the next intersection, two men on it, and I recognized the type immediately. Local gang, probably, looking for easy targets. Tourists were usually good for phones and cash and cameras, and four people running meant four people scared, which meant vulnerable.
The driver revved the engine and his passenger said something that didn't require translation. He was holding a knife, not large but sharp enough to matter.
I moved in front of the women and put my hands up, non-threatening. "We don't want trouble," I said in French. "Just let us pass."
The passenger laughed and said something to his friend. They thought we were soft, easy. They were wrong.
When he lunged with the knife, I was ready. I sidestepped and caught his wrist, twisting until he dropped the blade. Then I put him between me and his friend on the motorcycle, using him as a shield while I grabbed the knife from the ground.
"Go," I shouted at the women. "Run. Now."
They ran, and I backed away from the motorcycle, still holding the passenger, until I could shove him at his friend and sprint after them. Behind me, I heard the motorcycle engine roar, but the streets were crowded enough that they couldn't follow easily.
We reached the Land Cruiser and I practically threw them inside, checking the street behind us as I started the engine. The motorcycle appeared at the far end of the block, and I pulled out into traffic fast enough to make Sarah gasp.
I drove aggressively, taking turns at random, doubling back, making sure we weren't being followed. It took twenty minutes before I was sure we were clear, and by then we were on the highway heading back toward the compound.
Nobody spoke for a long time. Maya was in the passenger seat, her hand gripped tight on the door handle. Sarah and Jen were in the back, pressed close together. I could see them in the rearview mirror, both pale, both shaking.
"I'm sorry," I said finally. "I should have seen it sooner. Should have gotten us out before it escalated."
"You saved us," Sarah said, her voice small. "They had a knife. They were going to..."
"But they didn't," I said. "Everyone's safe. That's what matters."
"How did you know?" Jen asked. "Back in the restaurant. How did you know something was wrong?"
"Experience," I said. "You learn to read rooms, read people. It's not always right, but when it is, it saves your life."
Maya turned to look at me, and I could see tears on her cheeks that she hadn't let fall until now. "Thank you," she said. "I was so scared."
"I know," I said. "You all did great. You listened, you moved when I said move. That's what kept you safe."
We drove the rest of the way in silence, and when we finally pulled into the compound, the familiar surroundings felt like a sanctuary. I parked and we all sat there for a moment, none of us quite ready to move yet.
"I don't want to be alone tonight," Sarah said quietly. "I keep thinking about what could have happened."
"Me neither," Maya said.
"We should stay together," Jen said. "All of us. Is that okay?"
She was looking at me, and I understood what she was asking. "Yeah," I said. "That's okay."
We went through the evening routines mechanically, making dinner none of us were hungry for, cleaning up, checking the compound like we always did. But the easiness from before was gone, replaced by something fragile.
When it was time for bed, we all gravitated to my hut without discussion. My bed wasn't large, barely big enough for two people let alone four, but nobody suggested an alternative. We climbed in together, still in our clothes, and arranged ourselves until we found positions that worked.
Sarah ended up on my left, her head on my shoulder, her arm across my chest. Maya pressed against my right side, her leg thrown over mine, her face buried against my neck. Jen lay partly on top of all of us, her head on my chest beside Sarah's, her hand finding Maya's.
"Is this okay?" Sarah whispered.
"Yeah, sure, I said. "This is okay."
We lay there in the darkness, and I could feel their hearts beating, their breathing gradually slowing. The fear was draining away, replaced by the simple comfort of presence, of touch, of knowing everyone was safe.
But something else was creeping in too, the awareness of bodies pressed close, of skin against skin, of the way Maya's breath felt against my neck. I tried to ignore it, tried to focus on the fact that they needed comfort not complication, but my body had other ideas.
Sarah felt it first, the change in my breathing, the tension in my muscles. Her hand moved on my chest, fingers spreading, and I felt her shift closer. On my other side, Maya's leg tightened over mine, and Jen made a small sound that might have been acknowledgment.
"We're safe now," Maya whispered against my neck. "Because of you. You kept us safe."
Her lips brushed my skin, soft and warm, and I felt Sarah's hand slide lower on my chest. Jen shifted and suddenly her mouth was on my collarbone, kissing slowly.
"We should sleep," I said, but my voice was rough.
"We will," Sarah said. "Eventually."
Her hand continued its exploration, tracing the lines of muscle, the scars they had catalogued before. Maya's mouth found the spot below my ear that made me catch my breath, and she smiled against my skin when she found it.
“So tell us to stop," Jen murmured against my chest.
"You should stop," I said, the joke about stopping never getting old.
"Should we though?” Maya asked, and her hand joined Sarah's, both of them touching me now, learning me.
"Yes," I said, but I made no move to stop them.
Jen lifted her head and looked at me in the darkness. "What if we don't want to stop? What if we want to know what it feels like?"
“What what feels like?” I asked.
"To feel alive," Sarah said. "To feel something other than fear. To be close to someone who makes us feel safe."
Maya's hand slid under my shirt, palm flat against my stomach, and I felt every muscle contract under her touch. "We're not going to do that,” she said, emphasizing “that.” "We promised ourselves. But anything else? Why can't we have anything else?"
"Because anything else leads to that,” I said. "Because you can't play with fire and not expect to get burned.”
"Maybe we want to get burned," Jen said. "A little bit. Maybe that's the point."
Sarah's fingers found the button of my shorts and I caught her wrist. "Sarah."
"Just touching," she said. "Just feeling. That's allowed, isn't it? You said the line is wherever we decide it is."
"I'm trying to protect you," I said.
"From what?" Maya asked. "From ourselves? From wanting things? We're wanting things, Terry. We've been wanting things for weeks. All you're doing is making us pretend we don't."
I let go of Sarah's wrist and she undid the button, then the zipper, slow and careful. Her hand slid inside and I stopped breathing entirely.
"Is it okay?" she whispered.
"No," I said. "Yes. I don't know."
"That's not an answer," Jen said, and her mouth found mine, kissing me for the first time, deep and hungry and nothing like the chaste goodnight kisses from before.
When she pulled back, Maya took her place, kissing me with the same intensity, her tongue tracing my lips before sliding inside. Then Sarah, gentler but no less thorough, tasting me like I was something precious.
They took turns, mouth and hands and bodies pressing close, and I gave up trying to maintain any kind of control. My hands found skin sliding under shirts, tracing the curve of waist and hip and thigh. I learned the sounds they made when I touched them in certain places, the way Sarah gasped when I kissed her neck, the way Maya arched when my fingers trailed up her spine, the way Jen bit her lip when my hand tightened on her hip.
Clothes started sliding away, slowly at first and then quicker. Shirts came off, then shorts, until we were all in various states of undress, skin against skin in the darkness. I could feel every point of contact, the softness of breast against my chest, the curve of hip under my hand, the warmth of thigh pressed between mine.
"We're not doing that,” Maya said breathlessly, and I could hear the smile in her voice.
"What are we doing then?" I asked.
“Anything else," she said, and her hand wrapped around me with confidence that suggested this wasn't as new to her as I had thought.




Chapter 12

I made a sound that wasn't quite words, and Sarah's mouth found mine, swallowing it. Jen's hand joined Maya's, and they explored together, tentative at first and then bolder, learning rhythm and pressure and what made me groan into Sarah's mouth.
My own hands weren't idle. I traced the curve of breast, the peak of nipple, the soft skin of inner thigh. I learned that Sarah liked gentle touches that built slowly, that Maya responded to firmer pressure and a little bit of teeth, that Jen preferred direct attention without preamble.
We moved together in the darkness, a tangle of limbs and mouths and hands that never stopped exploring. Someone's mouth found my chest, kissing and licking and biting gently. Someone else's hand slid into my hair, gripping tight. The third was everywhere at once, touching and testing and pushing boundaries further than they had been before.
"I want to taste you," Maya whispered, and before I could respond her mouth was replacing her hand, hot and wet and very enthusiastic tongue-wise.
Sarah made a sound beside me, and when I looked over she was watching, her eyes wide. "Can I too?” she asked.
Maya lifted her head. "We can share."
They did, taking turns, learning together, and I stared at the ceiling and tried to remember why this was supposed to be a bad idea. Jen kissed me while they worked, her tongue matching the rhythm of their mouths, and I was drowning in sensation.
"My turn," Jen said eventually, and they rearranged themselves so she could have access while Maya moved up to kiss me, tasting like salt and want.
My hands found Sarah and she gasped, her hips moving against my fingers. "Is it okay?" I asked.
"Yes," she breathed. "Please."
I slipped my fingers over the front of her panties and touched her while Jen's mouth worked on me, and Maya kissed me like she wanted to consume me. When Sarah started to shake, I added pressure.
That seemed to break something open, because suddenly they were all touching each other too, hands roaming freely, mouths finding new skin. Maya kissed Sarah deeply while I touched them both. Jen moved to straddle my thigh, grinding against me while her mouth found Maya's breast. Sarah's hand wrapped around me where Jen's mouth had been, and the sensations were overwhelming.
"I need to,” Maya said, and didn't finish the sentence, but I understood. My fingers found her and she rode my hand while kissing Sarah, while Sarah touched me, while Jen touched herself against my thigh.
We moved through positions, through combinations, through every variation that didn't cross the one final line. Mouths and hands and bodies pressed close, building until someone would peak and the others would follow. Then we would rest for a few minutes before starting again, unable to stop, unable to satisfy the hunger that kept growing no matter how many times we tried.
Sometime deep in the night, we finally collapsed into exhausted sleep, still tangled together, still touching everywhere it was possible to touch. The last thing I remembered was Maya's voice, soft against my ear.
"We're still good," she whispered. "We didn't cross the line. We're still saving it."
"For what?" I asked, too tired to care anymore.
"For marriage, silly,” she said. "For the right time. For when it means something."
"This doesn't mean something?" I asked.
She was quiet for a long moment. "This means everything," she said finally. "That's the problem."
I woke to sensation before thought, the feeling of lips on my chest, soft and exploratory, tracing a path down my sternum. In the gray predawn light filtering through the window, I could barely make out Maya's dark hair as she kissed lower, her hands spread wide on my ribs. Sarah was pressed against my left side, still sleeping, her breath warm and even against my shoulder. Jen's leg was thrown over mine, her body curved into my right side.
Maya lifted her head and saw that I was awake. She didn't stop what she was doing, just held my gaze as her mouth continued its journey downward, kissing each ridge of muscle, each old scar, the line of hair below my navel. Her fingers hooked into the waistband of my boxers, the only thing any of us were wearing, and she looked up at me with a question in her eyes. She was keeping it private.
I should have said no. Should have stopped this before it started again. Instead I lifted my hips, permission, and she smiled and pulled the fabric down slowly exposing me inch by inch in the growing light.
She didn't touch me right away. She just looked, studying me like I was something she was trying to memorize, and the intensity of her gaze made me harder under her attention. Then her fingertip traced a line from base to tip, feather-light, barely there, and I felt my whole body tense.
"You're awake," Jen murmured against my shoulder, and I felt her prop herself up to see what Maya was doing. Her hand slid across my stomach, feeling the muscles contract under her touch. "Good morning to you too."
Sarah stirred on my other side, and I felt the moment she became aware of the situation, the way her breathing changed, the way she went very still and then pressed closer. Her hand joined Jen's on my stomach, both of them just resting there, feeling me breathe.
Maya's finger continued its exploration, tracing the length of me, then around, learning the shape and texture. She used just one finger, maddeningly gentle, and I could feel myself straining toward more contact that she was deliberately not giving.
"Does this feel good?" she asked, her voice still rough with sleep.
"You know it does," I managed.
"I want to hear you say it," she said, and her finger traced the underside, pressing  where I was most sensitive.
"Yes," I said, struggling to keep my voice steady. "It feels good."
"What about this?" Sarah asked, and her hand slid lower, cupping me, her palm warm and soft. She explored by feel, curious and careful, learning the weight and shape while Maya's finger continued its torturous circling above.
Jen's mouth found my neck, kissing and licking, her teeth grazing the tendon there. Her hand moved up to my chest, finding a nipple and circling it the same way Maya was circling me below, and the parallel sensation made me groan.
"I like that sound," Jen said against my ear. "Make it again."
Sarah's hand began to move, slow and experimental, while Maya finally wrapped her whole hand around me and matched Sarah's rhythm. The dual sensation was almost too much, and I felt my hips lift involuntarily, felt the pressure beginning to build deep in my core.
"Wait," I said, my voice strained. "Slow down. I'm too close."
Maya immediately loosened her grip, barely touching me now, just her fingertips ghosting along my length. "We don't want you to finish," she said. "Not yet."
"That's cruel," I managed.
"That's the point," Jen said, and her teeth caught my earlobe. "We want to see how long we can make you last. How close we can get without going over."
Sarah's hand had went still completely, just holding me, and the lack of movement was somehow worse than the touching had been. I could feel my pulse throbbing against her palm, could feel myself twitching with need, but she just held me steady and watched my face.
"You're so close," she said, wonder in her voice. "I can feel it. You're shaking."
"Because you're torturing me," I said.
“I am,” Maya said, and she leaned down and ran her tongue along my length, base to tip, one long slow stroke that made every muscle in my body lock up. I felt the pressure spike, felt myself right at the edge, and she pulled back immediately. "Not yet baby.”
I was breathing hard, my hands clenching in the sheets, trying to regain control. But they didn't give me time to recover. Jen's mouth found mine, kissing me deeply while her hand slid down to replace Sarah's. Her grip was firmer, more deliberate, and she stroked me just twice before stopping, leaving me gasping into her mouth.
"Please," I said, and I wasn't even sure what I was asking for.
"Please what?" Maya asked, her breath hot against my hip. "Please stop? Please keep going? Please let you finish?"
"I don't know," I said honestly.
“We'll decide for you," Sarah said, and there was something in her voice I had never heard before, something commanding. "We're going to touch you until you can barely stand it. Until you're begging. We're going to keep it right on the edge."
"That's insane," I said.
“I know,” Jen agreed, and her hand started moving, slow and steady, building the pressure back up degree by degree.
Maya's mouth joined in, working in tandem with Jen's hand, and I felt the tension coiling tighter. My breathing became ragged, my hips starting to move involuntarily, and just when I thought I couldn't hold back any longer, they both stopped.
"Not yet!” Maya said, and I could hear the smile in her voice.




Chapter 13

They kept me there, suspended on the edge, for what felt like hours but was probably only minutes. Every time I got close, they would stop or change what they were doing, bringing me back down just enough before building it up again. I was sweating, shaking, my whole body wound so tight I thought I might break.
“I want to,” Sarah said finally, and she positioned herself over me, still wearing her underwear. She lowered herself until I could feel her heat through the thin fabric, and she moved against me in a slow grind that made me see stars.
I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, and she leaned down to kiss me while she moved. I could feel her getting wetter, the fabric between us becoming soaked, and the sensation of her sliding against my length was exquisite torture.
"You feel so hard," she whispered against my lips. "I can feel you throbbing. You want to so badly, don't you?"
"Yes," I said through gritted teeth.
"But you won't," she said. "Because we're can’t let you.” She leaned down and bit my ear. “We’re all saving ourselves,” she whispered.
She increased her pace and I felt the pressure building, felt myself right at the precipice, and I grabbed her hips to hold her. "Stop," I gasped. "Sarah, stop. I'm too close."
She stopped immediately but didn't move off me. We stayed frozen like that, her positioned right over me with just the thin wet barrier between us, both of us breathing hard. I could feel her trembling, could feel the tension in her thighs where they gripped my hips.
"I'm close too," she admitted. "Just from this. Just from feeling you like this."
"Then move," I said. "Let yourself."
"No," she said. "That's not the game. None of us get to. We all stay here, wanting, needing, but not having."
Maya and Jen had been watching, but now they moved closer. Maya straddled my thigh, grinding against it slowly, and I could feel how wet she was even through her underwear. Jen did the same on my other thigh, and suddenly I had all three of them moving against me, using my body to build their own pleasure while denying themselves release.
"This is torture," Maya breathed, her movements becoming less controlled. "I'm so close. I could just..."
"Don't," Jen said, her voice strained. "Hold it. We have to all hold it together."
I watched their faces, saw the struggle there, the way they were fighting their own bodies. Sarah was still positioned over me, and I could feel every pulse, every flutter, every sign that she was teetering on the same edge I was. Maya's movements against my thigh became jerky, desperate, and then she forced herself to stop. Jen lasted a few seconds longer before she too went still, breathing hard.
"We should switch," Sarah said, and they rearranged themselves. This time it was Maya positioned over me, and she pulled her underwear to the side without removing it completely. The feel of her bare and slick against my length made me groan.
"Oh god," she said. "This is so much worse. I can feel everything."
She moved slowly at first, sliding along my length, and I could feel how swollen and sensitive she was. Every pass brought the head of me against her entrance, pressing but not entering, and both of us shook with the effort of maintaining that boundary.
"I could just tilt my hips," she said, her voice breaking. "Just a little bit and you'd slip inside and..."
"Don't," I said, my hands like iron on her hips, holding her to the angle that kept us safe. "Maya, don't."
"I won't," she said. “But god I want to. I want to so much it hurts."
She moved faster, chasing sensation, and I could feel her starting to tense in the way that meant she was getting close. But just before she reached the peak, she stopped, freezing in place, her whole body shaking with the effort of holding back.
"I can't," she gasped. "I almost, I need to stop."
She lifted off me and collapsed to the side, and immediately Jen took her place. She had removed her underwear completely, and the first slide of skin against skin made both of us cry out.
"This is impossible," Jen said. "How are we supposed to do this without..."
"Carefully," I said, though my voice was barely recognizable. "Very carefully."
She moved against me and the sensation was overwhelming. I could feel every fold, every texture, the way she opened  each time I slid past her entrance. My hands roamed her body, finding her breasts, her nipples hard and sensitive. When I pinched gently she gasped and her movements stuttered.
"That's cheating," she cried out.
"You started this," I reminded her, and I did it again, harder this time.
Her rhythm faltered completely and she had to grab my shoulders to stay upright. I could feel her pulsing against me, feel her right on the edge, and I eased my touch, bringing her back down.
"You're evil," she said.
"I learn from the best," I said.
Sarah had been watching all of this, her hand between her own legs, touching herself through her underwear. When Jen finally moved off me, too close to continue, Sarah removed her own underwear and positioned herself over me.
"I need to feel this,” she said. "Properly. Just like this."
She lowered herself onto my length, sliding along it, and the sensation of her was different from the others, softer somehow, her movements more controlled. She leaned forward so I was trapped between us, pressed tight against her center, and she moved in tiny circles that created constant pressure on both of us.
"Is this okay?" she whispered.
"It's torture," I said. "Perfect torture."
She smiled and kissed me while she moved, and I could taste the desperation in it. My hands slid down her back to her hips, then lower, gripping her and helping her maintain the rhythm. My fingers slipped between her cheeks and she gasped, her movements becoming erratic.
"Terry," she said, a warning and a plea.
"Too much?" I asked.
"Not enough," she said. "Everything is not enough. I need, I can't..."
She stopped moving entirely, staying pressed tight against me while she fought for control. I could feel her throbbing, could feel the wet heat of her, could feel how close she was to breaking. After a long moment, she let out a shaky breath and lifted off me.
"I can't do any more," she said. "If I do, I won't be able to stop."
Maya and Jen were in similar states, both flushed and trembling, both having touched themselves to the edge and forced themselves to stop. We all lay there in a tangle, breathing hard, bodies pressed together, each of us wound impossibly tight.
"What do we do now?" Maya asked. "We can't just stay like this."
"Why not?" Jen asked. "Maybe this is better. Maybe wanting is better than having."
"That's insane," I said.
"Everything about this is insane," Sarah pointed out. "We're three missionaries lying naked with our security guard, doing everything except the one thing we're not supposed to do, and deliberately denying ourselves any release. Insane doesn't begin to cover it."
"So what do we do?" Maya asked again.
“I want to keep doing it,” Jen said. “Keep pushing. We see how long we can last."
"That's cruel," I said.
"Yes," she agreed. "But tell me you don't want to."
I couldn't, because she was right. As much as I was suffering, as much as my body was screaming for release, there was something intoxicating about the denial, about the shared suffering, about staying suspended in this moment of pure want.
Maya moved first, positioning herself between my legs. Her mouth found me, but this time she worked slowly, thoroughly, using her tongue to trace every vein, every ridge, paying attention to what made me twitch or gasp. When I started to tense, she backed off immediately, waiting for me to come down before starting again.
Sarah and Jen flanked her, their mouths finding my inner thighs, my hips, the sensitive skin below my navel. The triple sensation was overwhelming, three mouths working in coordination to keep me balanced on the knife edge of pleasure.
"Please," I finally said. "I need..."
"What do you need?" Maya asked, pulling back to look at me.
"I don't know anymore," I admitted.
“Can we please keep going?” she said, and her mouth returned to its work.
I lasted another few minutes before I had to stop them, my whole body shaking with the effort of holding back. When they finally relented, I pulled Maya up and turned her onto her back, settling between her legs.
"My turn," I said, and lowered my mouth to her.
I worked her the same way she had worked me, building and retreating, learning the exact moment when she was about to tip over and pulling back just before. She writhed beneath me, her hands in my hair, her thighs trembling around my head.
"Please," she begged. "Please let me. I need to so badly."
"Not yet," I said against her, and kept going.
I brought her to the edge three times, four times, each time stopping just before she could fall over. By the time I finally pulled back, she was crying with frustration, her whole body flushed and shaking.
"I hate you," she said, but there was no heat in it.
"Your turn," I said to Sarah.
I repeated the process with her, learning her responses, finding her limits. She was quieter than Maya but no less desperate, her hips moving against my mouth in small circles, seeking the pressure I kept denying her.
"I can't," she finally gasped. "Terry, I can't take it anymore. I'm going to break."
"Then break," I said, but I stopped before she could, leaving her gasping and trembling.
Jen was last, and she was the most vocal, telling me exactly what she wanted, begging and demanding in equal measure. I gave her everything except the final push, kept her balanced on that edge until she was incoherent with need.
When I finally stopped, we all lay there in a tangle, none of us having found release, all of us wound so tight we could barely think. The sun was fully up now, the room bright and warm, and we were all covered in sweat and desperate with wanting.




Chapter 14

"We can't do this all day," Sarah said eventually. "We'll lose our minds."
"We might have lost them already”, Jen said.
"So what do we do?" Maya asked for the third time.
"We get up," I said, though it took enormous effort to even suggest it. "We shower. Separately. We try to function like normal human beings."
"And tonight?" Sarah asked.
"Tonight we probably do this all over," I said. "Because apparently we're gluttons for punishment."
They laughed, but it was strained, and when we finally forced ourselves out of bed and into separate showers, I could hear them through the walls, could hear the sounds of frustration and denied need, and I knew that none of us were actually going to find relief.
We were trapped in this exquisite torture of our own making, and I had no idea how we were going to survive six more weeks of it.
We managed to make it through breakfast, barely. We moved around each other carefully, avoiding eye contact, speaking in short sentences about coffee and fruit and the weather. Every accidental touch felt electric. When Maya's hand brushed mine reaching for the same mug, we both pulled back like we had been burned.
"I'm going to journal," Sarah announced after we cleaned up, her voice too bright. "Reflection is important. The church recommends daily reflection."
"Good idea," Jen said. "I'll do the same."
Maya just nodded and disappeared toward her hut with her notebook.
I tried to read in my hammock, but the words wouldn't stick. I kept thinking about the morning, about the night before, about the way they had looked and sounded and felt. My body was still wound tight, still aching with denial, and every time I shifted position I was reminded of exactly how much I wanted what I couldn't have.
I lasted maybe twenty minutes before Maya appeared, walking toward me with her notebook clutched to her chest. She was wearing a bikini top and shorts that sat low on her hips, and even that small amount of fabric felt like too much after this morning.
"I can't concentrate," she said, sitting on the edge of my hammock. "Every time I try to write about gratitude or spiritual growth, all I can think about is your mouth on me."
"Maya," I said, a warning.
"I'm just being honest," she said. "Isn't honesty supposed to be a virtue?"
She set her notebook aside and shifted closer, and the hammock swayed with the movement. Her hand came to rest on my thigh, warm and deliberate.
"We said we were going to try to be normal today," I reminded her.
"That was before," she said. "Before I spent an hour lying in my hut trying not to touch myself and failing completely."
My breath caught and she smiled, seeing the effect her words had on me.
"Did you?" I asked.
"Did I what?"
"Touch yourself."
"Yes," she said simply. "I tried not to, but I couldn't help it. I kept thinking about this morning, about how close I got, and I needed..." She broke off, her cheeks flushing. "I needed something."
"Did it help?" I asked.
"No," she said. "It just made it worse. Because it wasn't you touching me. It wasn't your mouth or your hands or your..."
She didn't finish the sentence, just moved to straddle my hips, settling her weight onto me. I could feel the heat of her through the thin layers of fabric between us, and my hands went to her waist automatically.
"This is a bad idea," I said.
"Everything we do is a bad idea," she said, and she started to move, grinding against me slowly. "That hasn't stopped us before.”
I should have made her stop. I should have insisted we maintain some kind of boundary. Instead my hands tightened on her hips and I helped her find the rhythm she was seeking.
She leaned forward, her hands braced on my chest, her hair falling around both of us like a curtain. "I don't want to stop," she said. "I don't want to hold back anymore. I want to feel good. Don't you want to feel good?"
"You know I do," I said.
"Then let me," she said, and she reached down between us and pulled her shorts aside, and suddenly there was almost nothing between us. She positioned herself along my length and moved, and the sensation was even more intense than it had been this morning.
"Maya," I said, my voice strained.
"I'm not going to do it," she said. "I'm not going to let you inside. I just want to feel you like this. Please let me feel you like this."
I nodded, unable to form words, and she moved faster, chasing the pleasure we had denied her all morning. I could feel how wet she was, how swollen and sensitive, and I knew she wouldn't last long.
"Touch me," she said. "Please touch me."
My hand slid between us and found her center, and the moment my fingers made contact she cried out. I circled her slowly while she moved against my length, and within minutes she was shaking.
"I'm going to..." she gasped. "I can't hold back anymore."
"Then don't," I said. "Let go."
And she did.She came with my name crying out of her mouth, her whole body tensing and then releasing, waves of pleasure pulsing against my length. I held her through it, my fingers maintaining gentle pressure, drawing her out until she collapsed forward onto my chest.
"Oh my god," she breathed against my neck. "That was, I needed that so much."
"I know," I said, still achingly hard beneath her.
She lifted her head to look at me, saw the tension in my face. "You didn't."
"No," I agreed.
"Do you want to?"
"More than anything," I admitted.
"Then let me..."
"No," I said, stopping her before she could start moving again. "This was for you. You needed it."
"You need it too," she said.
"I can wait," I said, though my body was screaming otherwise.
She kissed me, deep and grateful, and then climbed off me with shaky legs. "You're a better person than I am," she said.
"I don't think that's true," I said.
Sarah appeared a few minutes after Maya left, and I could tell immediately that she had heard or seen what had just happened. Her eyes went to the obvious evidence of my arousal, then to my face.
"Maya seemed happy," she said carefully.
"She needed relief," I said.
"And you?"
"I'm fine," I said, which was a complete lie.
She moved closer to the hammock, studying my face. "You don't look fine. You look like you're in pain."
"I'll survive," I said.
"But why should you have to?" she asked, and she reached out to trace the line of my jaw. "Why should any of us have to suffer when we could just help each other feel good?"
"Sarah..."
"I thought about it too," she said. "In my hut. I touched myself thinking about your mouth on me, about your hands, about how close I got this morning. And I..." She paused, biting her lip. "I let myself finish. I couldn't help it."
The image of her touching herself, bringing herself to completion while thinking about me, made me even harder.
"And now I feel better," she continued. "Clearer. Less desperate. Don't you want to feel that way?"
"Yes," I admitted.
"Then let me help you," she said, and her hand moved to my chest, sliding down slowly. "Please let me help you."
I knew I should say no. I knew that this was only going to make everything more complicated. But when her hand reached the waistband of my shorts and paused, asking permission, I nodded.
She pulled the fabric down and wrapped her hand around me, and I groaned at the contact. She stroked slowly, experimentally, learning what I responded to.
"Is this good?" she asked.
"Yes," I managed.
"Show me," she said. "Show me exactly how you like it."
I covered her hand with mine and guided her, showing her the pressure and rhythm I needed. She was a quick study, and within moments she had found a pattern that had me breathing hard.
"You're so beautiful like this," she said softly. "I love watching your face, seeing what I'm doing to you."
Her other hand cupped me below, adding sensation, and I felt the pressure building quickly after being denied for so long.
"Sarah," I warned. "I'm close."
"Good," she said, and she leaned down to kiss me while her hand continued its work. "I want to see it. I want to feel it."
The combination of her hand and her mouth and her words was too much. I tried to say stop, tried to get my mind off it. She bend over and how with hand and mouth together, she urged me further. She came up to my face and pumped me between her legs, kissing my mouth and tonging my ear. “Just let go,” she whispered. “Let it go.”
She breathed and moaned in my ear. She rubbed herself on me. She stroked me in both her hands and raised and lowered her hips on me. I was pressed between our two stomachs and she moved her whole body forward and back. “Come for me,” she whispered nearly inaudibly. “Let go.”
I had no ability left to resist. I came hard, spilling over her hand and both our stomachs while she kissed me deeply through it, smiling and cooing and gasping. When I finally came down, she looked at my like she had just come back from another planet.
"Better baby?” she asked with a narrow eyed grin. She was suddenly so much older now.
"Much better,” I groaned, though I felt a different kind of tension building, the awareness that we kept crossing lines we said we wouldn't cross.
She cleaned us both up with a towel, gentle and thorough, and then kissed me before leaving. "Jen's probably coming,” she said. "She seemed very focused in her hut. I could hear her through the wall."
She was right. Jen appeared about a half hour later, found me in the outdoor shower trying to cool down, and simply climbed in with me.
"Maya told me she did her,” Jen said, water streaming over both of us. "Sarah told me you finished with her. I'm the only one who hasn't today, and that seems so unfair."
"What do you want me to do about it?" I asked.
"Everything," she said, and pulled her wet shirt over her head. "I want everything we did this morning.”
She kissed me hard, water running between us, and I responded despite having just found release. My hands found her skin, slick and warm, and she made sounds of approval as I touched her.
"More," she demanded against my mouth. "I need it so bad.”
I backed her against the wall of the shower and knelt in front of her, and she gasped when my mouth found her. I worked her thoroughly, using everything I had learned about her responses that morning, and she came within minutes, her hands twisted hard in my hair, her thighs trembling around my head.
But one wasn't enough for her. She pulled me up and kissed me, tasting herself on my lips, and then her hand wrapped around me, bringing me back to full hardness with four efficient strokes.
"I want to try something," she said.
"What?" I asked warily.
"I want you in my mouth when you finish," she said. "I want to taste you properly."
I should have pointed out that we were spiraling further and further into territory we had no business being in. Instead I nodded, and she smiled and dropped to her knees in the running water.
She took her time, building me up slowly, using her tongue and her hands in combination until I was right on the edge. She didn’t ease up. When I came, she didn't pull away, she took everything I gave her and swallowed like it was the most natural thing in the world.
When she stood up, she was grinning. "That was educational," she said, and wiped her chin with the back of her hand.
"You're insane," I said.
"Probably," she agreed. "But so are you for going along with it."




Chapter 15

The rest of the afternoon dissolved into a haze of touch and pleasure. We moved between the huts and the beach and the hammocks, finding each other in different combinations. Sometimes it was all four of us together, sometimes pairs, sometimes one of them alone with me while the others watched.
Sarah came twice more, once from my fingers while she lay in Maya's arms, and once from her own hand while watching Maya ride my thigh. Maya seemed insatiable, finding release over and over from grinding against various parts of my body, from my mouth, from her own fingers while I whispered in her ear about how beautiful she looked.
Jen was more controlled, spacing her pleasure out, but when she did let go it was intense and complete. I lost count of how many times I finished, my body responding despite exhaustion, despite knowing this was unsustainable.
As the sun started to set, we were all sprawled on my bed, naked and sated and only temporarily satisfied. But I could feel the restlessness building in them, the wanting that never quite went away no matter how many times we found release in other ways but the one.
"I have a confession," Maya said into the quiet.
"Just one?" Jen asked.
"A big one," Maya said. "This morning, when I was on top of you, moving against you? I wanted to sink down so badly. I wanted to feel you inside me so much I almost couldn't stop myself."
"But you did stop," Sarah said.
"Barely," Maya said. "And only because I knew you'd both be judging me."
"We wouldn't," Jen said. "We'd understand."
"Would you?" Maya asked. "Because I'm not sure I understand anymore. We're doing everything else. What makes that one thing so different?"
"It's what we promised ourselves," Sarah said, but her voice was uncertain now.
"But why?" Maya pressed. "Why is penetration the magic line? We've had orgasms. Multiple orgasms. From each other's hands and mouths and bodies. We've tasted each other. We've watched each other. We've done things that would make our pastors have actual heart attacks. But we still pretend that as long as we don't do that one specific thing, we're somehow pure?"
"It's not about purity," I said. "It's about keeping something for later. For when it means what you want it to mean."
"What if it means that now?” Jen asked quietly. "What if it means everything right now?”
The silence that followed was heavy with implication. I looked at each of them, saw the question in their eyes, saw how close they were to abandoning that last boundary.
"We should be careful," I said. "About what we're deciding and why. You can't uncross that line."
"Maybe we don't want to be careful anymore," Maya said, and she moved to straddle me again. She was wet, ready, and when she positioned herself over my length I could feel how easy it would be to just let it happen.
"Maya," I said, gripping her hips.
"I know," she said. "I know we said we wouldn't. But I want to so badly, Terry. I want to feel you inside me. Just once. Just to know what it's like."
"You'll regret it," I said, though my body was betraying me, hard and ready beneath her.
"What if I regret not doing it more?" she asked, and she started to move, sliding along my length like she had done dozens of times now. But this time, each pass brought her closer to the angle that would change everything.
"Don't," I said, but my hands weren't stopping her, were even guiding her.
"Tell me you don't want this," she said. "Tell me honestly that you don't want to be inside me right now."
I couldn't, because it would have been a lie. I wanted it more than I had wanted anything in a very long time.
She moved and the head of me caught against her entrance, pressing, and we both froze. Just the slightest change in angle, the slightest increase in pressure, and we would cross the line we had been dancing around for weeks.
"Just the tip," she whispered. "Just to feel it. We don't have to go all the way."
"That's not how this works," I said, but she was sinking down slowly, taking just the head of me inside, and the sensation was overwhelming.
"Oh god," she breathed. "Oh god, that feels..."
She didn't finish the sentence, just stayed there, barely penetrated, both of us shaking with the effort of not moving. I could feel her pulsing around me, feel how tight and hot and perfect she was, and every instinct screamed to pull her down fully, to take what we both wanted.
"We should stop," I said, though my grip on her hips said otherwise.
"I know," she said, but she sank down another inch, taking more of me, and I groaned.
"Maya, we have to stop," I said, more desperately this time.
"I will," she said. "In a second. Just let me feel..."
She sank down further, halfway now, and it was too much. My control snapped and I thrust up, driving myself fully inside her, and she cried out at the sudden fullness.
"Terry," she gasped, but she was moving, riding me with abandon, and I was lost.
I knew I should stop, should pull out, should end this before it went further. But she felt too good, too perfect, and I was too far gone. My hands gripped her hips and I helped her move, thrust up to meet her, and she was gasping and moaning and clearly not wanting to stop either.
"I'm going to..." she said. "Already, I'm going to..."
"No," I said, and I pulled her down hard and held her there, preventing movement. "You don't get to finish. Not like this. Not after breaking our promise."
"Please," she begged. "I'm so close. I need..."
"You need to think about this,” I said, and with enormous effort I lifted her off me, pulling out despite every fiber of my being screaming to stay buried inside her.
She collapsed beside me, trembling and unsatisfied, and the look on her face was devastated.
"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I'm so sorry. I couldn't stop."
Sarah and Jen had been watching, and their expressions were complicated mixtures of arousal and concern and something that might have been envy.
"We crossed the line," Sarah said unnecessarily.
"I crossed the line," Maya corrected. "Don't blame Terry. I did it. I chose it."
"We all chose it," I said. "I could have stopped and I didn't."
"What do we do now?" Jen asked.
"I don't know," I admitted, still achingly hard, my body screaming to finish what we had started. "I don't know."
We lay there in silence for several minutes, all of us breathing hard, the enormity of what had just happened settling over us like a physical weight. Maya was still trembling beside me, her hand on my chest, and I could feel her heartbeat racing under my palm where it rested on her hip.
"I felt you inside me," she said finally, her voice small and wondering. "For those few seconds, I felt what it was like, and it was..." She broke off, searching for words. "It was everything I thought it would be and more. The way you filled me, the way my body had to adjust and stretch to take you. I've never felt anything like that."
Sarah moved closer, her hand joining Maya's on my chest. "What did it feel like?" she asked. "Exactly. I want to know everything."
Maya turned to look at her, and I saw something pass between them, some silent communication. "It felt like pressure at first," Maya said. "When just the tip went in, I could feel myself opening, my body making room. And it burned a little, stretched, but in a good way. And then when he went deeper..." She paused, her breath catching at the memory. "When he thrusted into me completely, I felt so full I thought I might break. But I didn't. My body just accepted it, held him, and I could feel every inch of him inside me, feel him pulsing, feel myself squeezing around him."
"I want that," Sarah said quietly. "I know I shouldn't, I know we said we wouldn't, but I want to know what that feels like."
"So do I," Jen said. "We crossed the line. Maya did it, and we all watched, and none of us stopped it. So what's the point of pretending anymore?"
I looked at each of them, saw the hunger in their eyes, saw that the last barrier had truly fallen. "If we do this," I said slowly..."we do it knowing what it means. This isn't just physical. This is everything. And there's no going back."
"I don't want to go back," Maya said. "I want to go forward. I want all of it."
"So do I," Sarah said, and the certainty in her voice surprised me.
“So stop talking about it," Jen said..."and just do it."
Sarah moved first, climbing over to straddle me while Maya shifted to make room. Sarah's hands were shaking  as she positioned herself over me, and I could see the nervousness mixed with desire in her expression.
"I've never..." she started, then stopped. "I mean, obviously I've never, but I don't know how..."
"Slowly," I said, my hands settling on her waist to steady her. “Go slowly. You control everything. If it's too much, we stop."
She nodded and began to lower herself onto me, and I felt the first touch of her heat against my tip. She was wet from watching Maya, from the anticipation, but I could feel how tight she was as she started to sink down.
"Oh," she gasped as just the head of me breached her entrance. "Oh, that's, it's bigger than I thought. I can feel myself stretching."
"Take your time," I said, my fingers gentle on her hips. "There's no rush."
She lowered herself another inch and paused, breathing through the sensation. I could feel her inner walls fluttering around me, trying to adjust, her body learning this new intrusion. Maya had moved to sit beside her, one hand on Sarah's back, offering support.
"You're doing so good," Maya murmured. "Just breathe. Let your body relax."
Sarah took a shaky breath and sank down further, taking me halfway, and I felt her clench involuntarily around me. The sensation was exquisite, her tight heat gripping me, and I had to concentrate on staying still, letting her set the pace.
"It feels so intense," Sarah said, her eyes closed, her face flushed. "Like you're pushing into places nothing's ever touched before. I can feel every ridge, every vein. I can feel you throbbing inside me."
She sank down another inch, then another, until she was seated fully, taking all of me, and we both groaned at the sensation. I could feel her wrapped completely around me, feel the way her body held me tight, feel the slight tremors running through her as she adjusted to the fullness.
"Just stay still for a moment," I said, my voice strained. "Let yourself feel it."
She did, sitting motionless with me buried inside her, her hands braced on my chest, her head dropped forward as she processed the sensation. I could feel every breath she took, feel the way it made her clench around me, feel the wet heat of her soaking us both.
"I feel so full," she whispered. "So completely full. Like you're taking up every bit of space inside me."
Jen had moved closer, her hand sliding between Sarah's legs from behind, finding where we were joined. "I can feel where you're inside her," Jen said, wonder in her voice. "Feel how stretched she is around you, how her body is holding you."
The touch of Jen's fingers on both of us made Sarah gasp and clench harder, and I groaned at the increased pressure. Maya's hands had found Sarah's breasts, teasing her nipples, adding to the sensations, and Sarah began to move, small experimental rocks of her hips.
"Yes," she breathed. "Oh yes, that feels, every time I move I feel you in a different place. When I rock forward you hit something deep inside that makes me want to..." She rocked her hips, harder this time, and cried out. "Right there. Right there."
She started to move with more confidence, lifting up slowly until just the tip of me remained inside her, and I could see her face contort with the sensation of being emptied. Then she sank back down, taking me deep, and her mouth fell open with pleasure as she filled herself again.
"I can feel everything," she said, her movements becoming more fluid. "Every time you go in, I feel my body making room, feel the stretch and the pressure. And when you pull out, I feel empty, like I need you back inside immediately."




Chapter 16

I thrust up to meet her next downward movement and she cried out, the angle driving me deeper than before. Her inner walls clenched hard around me, rippling, and I could feel her starting to build toward something.
"Don't stop," she gasped. "Please don't stop."
I gripped her hips and helped her maintain the rhythm, thrusting up each time she came down, and I could feel her getting tighter, wetter, her movements becoming less controlled. Maya's fingers had replaced Jen's between Sarah's legs, circling her while I filled her, and the dual stimulation was pushing Sarah rapidly toward the edge.
"I'm going to..." Sarah said, her voice breaking. "I've never, not like this, I'm going to..."
Her orgasm hit her suddenly and completely, her whole body seizing, her back arching, her inner walls clamping down on me so hard it almost hurt. I felt her pulse around me in waves, felt the gush of wetness, felt every contraction as she came harder than I had ever seen her come before.
When she finally collapsed forward onto my chest, she was sobbing with the intensity of it, and I was still hard inside her, still achingly unsatisfied. I had been close, so close, but I had held back because I wanted to make sure she finished first.
Jen didn't wait for Sarah to recover. She simply helped Sarah off me and immediately took her place, positioning herself over my slick length. Unlike Sarah, Jen didn't go slowly. She sank down in one smooth motion, taking all of me at once, and her head fell back with a guttural moan.
"Fuck," she gasped. "Oh fuck, that's good."
She was different from Sarah, not as tight but somehow more responsive, her inner muscles working around me immediately, clenching and releasing in a rhythm that suggested more experience than I had assumed.
She rode me hard and fast, her breasts bouncing with the movement, her hands braced on my chest for leverage. I watched her face, saw the pure pleasure there, saw the way her mouth opened with each downward thrust, the way her eyes rolled back when I hit deep inside her.
Maya had positioned herself beside my head, and I turned to kiss her while Jen rode me, tasting her desperation and renewed hunger. Sarah had recovered enough to move to my other side, and I felt hands everywhere, on my chest, my arms, my thighs, while Jen continued her relentless pace.
She thrust down hard three more times and then froze, her whole body going rigid as her orgasm crashed through her. I felt her clench around me in rapid pulses, felt her wetness flooding over us both, felt the way she shook and trembled through the waves of pleasure.
But unlike Sarah, Jen didn't collapse when she finished. She stayed upright, still impaled on me, and started moving immediately. "More," she said. "I want more. I want to feel you come inside me."
She rode me through her aftershocks, her body still sensitive, her movements making her gasp and whimper. But she didn't stop, chasing another peak while simultaneously trying to push me to mine.
Maya's hand slid down between Jen's legs, finding where we were joined, and she pressed against Jen's center while Jen rode me. The added stimulation made Jen cry out, and I felt her start to tighten already.
Jen's second orgasm was quieter but somehow more intense, her whole body shuddering, her inner walls spasming around me. She clutched her breasts in her hands. The sight of her lost in such deep abiding pleasure, with Maya cooing in my ear and making herself come again against me, and Sarah groaning in my ear, it was finally too much for me.
I tried, I really tried, but the muscles to stop were not there anymore. Nor was my voice. I thought my totally rigid body would be signal enough, but it alone served to send all three inso ecstatic spasms of corruption. I thrusted up into Sara hard and deep and released deep inside her with a groan that came from deep in my chest.
The sensation of filling her, of pulsing inside her while she pulsed around me, contorting and writhing, the other two crying out loud with revelation, was overwhelming. I felt every spurt, felt her clench around me with each one, milking me, taking everything I had to give.
When I finally finished, I was shaking and breathless, and Jen collapsed forward onto my chest, both of us spent.
We lay like that for several minutes, my softening length still inside her, all four of us catching our breath. Then Jen slowly lifted herself off me, and I felt the flood of our combined release spill out over my stomach as she withdrew.
Maya was there immediately, her hand between Jen's legs, feeling the wetness there. "I want that," she said. "I want to feel you finish inside me, not just the few seconds before you stopped yourself."
"I need a few minutes," I said, my body exhausted.
“I’ll help you," she said with a wicked smile.
What followed was a concentrated effort by all three of them to bring me back to readiness. Mouths and hands worked in coordination, taking turns, building my arousal back up despite the recent release. Sarah focused on my mouth, kissing me deeply while her hands roamed my chest. Jen worked lower, her mouth and tongue doing things that made me groan into Sarah's kisses. Maya kissed my neck, my shoulders, my chest, her hands sliding everywhere Jen's mouth wasn't.
It took longer than usual, but eventually they succeeded in bringing me back to full hardness. Maya positioned herself over me immediately, not wanting to waste the opportunity. But this time she didn't face me. She turned around, her back to my chest, and slowly lowered herself onto me.
The angle was completely different, and I felt her stretch around me in new ways. I watched over her shoulder as she sank down, watched my length disappear inside her, watched the way her body opened to accept me.
"Oh god," she moaned. “It’s so deep. I can feel you up to here,” she said and she laughed with abandon.
She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my thighs, and started to move. From this position I could see everything, could see where we were joined, could see the way she stretched around me, could see her wetness coating my length each time she lifted up.
Sarah and Jen positioned themselves on either side, their hands roaming over Maya's body, teasing her breasts, stroking her thighs. Jen's hand slid between Maya's legs, finding her center, and Maya cried out at the additional stimulation.
“Yes,” Jen murmured. "Take him deep. Feel every inch of him inside you."
Maya rode me with wild excess, her head thrown back, her movements becoming wilder. I gripped her hips and thrust up to meet her, driving deeper, and I felt her clench around me each time I hit deep inside her.
"I'm going to come," she gasped. "Already. Just from feeling you so deep inside me."
"Then come," I said, thrusting harder. "Come while I'm buried inside you."
Her orgasm made her whole body convulse, her inner walls clamping down so hard it almost pushed me out. But I held her down on me, held myself deep while she pulsed and clenched and cried out. When she finally came down, she turned to look at me over her shoulder.
"I want you to come inside me too," she said. "Like you did with Jen. I want to feel it."
But I wasn't close yet, I was still recovering from the previous release, so she climbed off me and I pulled Sarah to me instead. This time I positioned her on her hands and knees, and I entered her from behind, slowly, feeling her stretch around me in this new angle.
"Oh," she gasped as I filled her.
I started to move, slow and controlled, watching where we were joined, watching the way her body accepted me with each thrust. My hands gripped her hips, pulling her back onto me, and she pushed back to meet each thrust.
"Harder," she said, surprising me. "I want to feel it tomorrow. I want to be sore and remember every time I move."
I obliged, gripping her harder, thrusting deeper, and she cried out with each impact. I could feel her getting wetter, feel the way her inner walls fluttered around me, feel her building toward another peak.
Maya had positioned herself in front of Sarah, and Sarah's face was buried against Maya's thigh, her mouth finding Maya's center. The sight of Sarah pleasuring Maya while I thrust into her from behind was almost too much, and I felt my own orgasm starting to build.
"I'm close," I warned.
"Inside," Sarah gasped between licks. "Come inside me. I want to feel it."
I thrust harder, chasing my release, and when Sarah clamped down around me as her own orgasm hit, I followed immediately. I buried myself as deep as I could go and released inside her, feeling each pulse, feeling the way she milked me, feeling the warmth spreading inside her.
When I finally pulled out, I watched my release spill out of her, and Jen was there to catch it with her fingers, spreading it over Sarah's center, playing with the wetness.
We rested for maybe half an hour, bodies cooling in the evening breeze that drifted through the open windows. But the hunger returned quickly, insatiable now that all barriers had fallen. I felt hands on me first, tentative touches that grew bolder, and when I opened my eyes I saw all three of them watching me with renewed desire.
"Again," Maya said simply, and there was no question in it, just stated fact.




Chapter 17

This time there was no hesitation, no slow build. Sarah straddled me immediately, sinking down onto me with a gasp, and she rode me with a ferocity I hadn't seen from her before. Her usual careful control was gone, replaced by pure need. She moved hard and fast, her breasts bouncing, her head thrown back, and I gripped her hips hard enough to leave new bruises.
"Yes," she gasped. "Yes, like it harder."
I thrust up to meet her, driving deep, and she screamed loud enough that I worried about the sound carrying, but she didn't care and neither did I. I watched her face contort with pleasure, watched the way her mouth opened wide with each thrust, watched sweat run between her breasts.
Maya had positioned herself over my face, lowering herself onto my mouth, and I tasted her while Sarah rode me. Jen knelt beside us, her fingers working between her own legs, watching, waiting her turn.
Sarah came first, her inner walls clenching so hard it hurt, her whole body going rigid before she collapsed forward. But I wasn't finished  and I rolled us over so she was beneath me, her legs wrapped around my waist, and I thrust into her with abandon.
"Too much," she gasped. "It's too much, I can't..."
"You can," I said, and drove deeper, hitting something inside her that made her cry out.
I pounded myself into her, the bed shaking with the force of it, and she came, screaming my name, her nails raking down my back. When I finally pulled out of her, she was limp and trembling, completely spent.
Maya took her place immediately, on her back with her legs spread wide, and I entered her in one hard thrust that made us both groan. She was so wet I slid in effortlessly despite how tight she was, and I punished her immediately.
"Fuck me," she demanded. "Fuck me like you mean it."
I did, gripping her thighs and pushing them back toward her chest, opening her completely, driving so deep I could feel myself hitting her deepest point with each thrust. Her breasts bounced wildly and I leaned down to take one nipple in my mouth, biting gently, and she arched off the bed with a cry.
Jen moved to straddle Maya's face, and Maya's tongue found her immediately. I watched Jen's face as Maya worked her, watched her expression shift from pleasure to desperate need, and I thrust harder into Maya, making her moan against Jen's center.
"I want to watch you come in her," Jen said, looking directly at me. "I want to see it spill out of her when you're done."
The words pushed me closer to the edge, and I felt my rhythm start to break down, become more erratic. Maya's inner walls were rippling around me constantly now, her own orgasm building. The pulsing sensation triggered my release and I buried myself deep and came inside her, groaning as I emptied myself.
When I pulled out, Jen immediately moved down to see. "Look at that," she said, and her fingers scooped my release from Maya's opening, white and thick. She brought her fingers to her mouth and tasted, her eyes closing.
Maya had recovered enough to join her, and soon all three of them were kissing each other, passing the taste between mouths, and the depravity of it sent blood rushing back to my spent cock faster than should have been possible.
Jen noticed immediately. "Already?" she asked with delight. "God, you're insatiable.”
She pushed me onto my back and climbed on top, facing away from me like Maya had done earlier. But unlike Maya's slow descent, Jen dropped onto me all at once, taking my full length in a single movement, and we both cried out.
Sarah and Maya moved to either side, and I knew they were watching where we were joined, watching my length disappear inside Jen with each movement. Their hands roamed over both of us, teasing and touching, and Jen rode me like she was trying to break us both.
Maya's hand went between her legs, and I watched her fingers work while Jen bounced on top of me. Sarah had taken one of my hands and brought it to her breast, and I squeezed and teased while watching Maya pleasure herself.
Jen was getting close, I could feel it in the way she tightened around me, in the way her movements became less rhythmic.
She came with a wail, her whole body shaking, and the sensation of her pulsing around me combined with watching Maya bring herself to orgasm pushed me over the edge again. I thrust up hard and released inside Jen, and this time there was even more, my body somehow finding reserves I didn't know I had.
When Jen climbed off me, my release spilled out of her, running down her thighs. Sarah was there with her hands, catching it, and she brought her hands to her mouth and licked them clean.
We all nodded off a while, wasted. Later we got up and struggled around to find water and we shoved food in our mouths and wondered aimlessly, falling back asleep. I should have been exhausted, I should have needed more recovery time, but the sight of Sarah licking my cum from her fingers had me hard almost remembering it. I went to pee then woke her up, and pulled her to the edge of the bed, pulled her legs over my shoulders, and entered her standing up, driving her hard.
"Oh god," she gasped, stirring awake. "That's so deep. You're in my stomach, I swear you're in my chest.”
I thrust into her relentlessly, watching her breasts shake with each impact, watching her face contort with pleasure and almost-pain. Maya and Jen woke enough to take a breast in their mouth, and the triple stimulation had Sarah incoherent within minutes.
"Can't, I can't, too much..." she babbled, but her body said otherwise, her hips rising to meet each thrust, her inner walls clenching around me greedily.
I felt another orgasm building, impossible but undeniable, and I thrust harder, chasing it.
I pulled out quickly and released over her back, thick white streams coating her skin, and Jen immediately moved to spread it with her hands, rubbing it into Maya's shoulders, her spine, her ass.
They started kissing, mouths sliding together, tongues tangling, and I watched as my cum ran from their mouths and down Maya's chin down to her breasts, watched Sarah lick it from her neck, watched Jen catch it with her fingers and bring it to her mouth. They were laughing now, playful and free, completely uninhibited, and the sound of their joy mixed with the obscenity of what they were doing created something beautiful and profane.
We fell asleep in a mess for indeterminate hours, time now a distant concept. I woke some time later to find Sarah straddling my face and I tasted her while Maya, waking up, took my softening cock in her mouth, trying to coax one more response from my exhausted body. Jen joined her, both of them working together, and somehow, impossibly, I started to harden again.
But before they could fully revive me, they stopped and looked at each other with matching grins.
"Together," Maya said. "All of us at once."
They arranged themselves in a line on the bed, all three on their backs with their legs spread, and they pulled me over them. I entered Sarah first, just a few strokes, then pulled out and moved to Maya, then to Jen, cycling between them. Each one felt different, each one clenched around me differently, each one made different sounds.
I moved between them until I couldn't tell anymore where one ended and another began, until I was so close to finishing that I could barely think. I pulled out completely and they all scrambled to surround me, hands and mouths everywhere, stroking and licking and sucking until I came with a groan that sounded like it was torn from my chest.
This time I came over all of them, thick streams coating their breasts, their faces, their mouths. They held themselves there and took everything I gave them, and when I finally finished they started spreading it between them again. Maya licking it from Sarah's breast while Jen licked it from Maya's neck. Sarah caught what was dripping from Jen's chin and brought it to her own mouth.
Then they all kissed again, deeply, obscenely, sharing everything, and my release was running freely now, down their chins, between their breasts, dripping onto the sheets. They didn't care, just laughed and kissed more, their hands sliding over slick skin, spreading it everywhere all over.
"Look at us," Maya said, pulling back to survey the three of them. "We're covered in you. Claimed. Your harem girls.”
It had to be 24 straight hours by then. I was delirious.




Chapter 18

They collapsed into giggles, falling back onto the bed in a tangle of limbs, all of them sticky and satisfied and glowing with post-orgasmic bliss. I collapsed beside them, my body completely spent, every muscle trembling with exhaustion.
We lay there as the mess dried on our skin, none of us with the energy to clean up. Eventually we would need to shower, wash the sheets, need to face what we had done, come back into the world of the living. But for now we just held each other, breathing together, existing in this perfect moment of complete freedom and total surrender.
"We need to shower," Maya said, surveying the state of all of us. "We're disgusting."
"Gloriously disgusting," Jen corrected, but she sat up too, wincing. "I'm going to feel this tomorrow."
Sarah stood on shaky legs and held out her hands to pull me up. "Come on. The outdoor shower. All of us."
We stumbled out into the warm night, the compound dark and quiet around us. We were all starting around at the sky trying to decide if it was twilight or dusk. We crowded into the shower, bodies pressed close in the small space. Maya turned on the water and we all gasped as the cool stream hit heated skin. They were delighted with my secret fix. I made the weak stream in there pour like rain. And I coiled a heat pipe so they found it hot, too. The shrieks of approval was enough.
Sarah tilted her face up to the hot water, letting it run over her features, washing away the dried evidence of our activities. I watched droplets run down her neck, between her breasts, and I found myself mesmerized by the simple beauty of it. Maya noticed me watching and smiled, reaching for the soap.
"Let me," she said, and she lathered her hands and began washing Sarah's back with slow, careful strokes.
The act of cleaning became something sensual in its own right. Maya's hands moved over Sarah's skin with reverence, tracing the curve of her spine, the dip of her lower back, the swell of her hips. Sarah's eyes drifted closed and she leaned more heavily against me, trusting us to hold her up.
I glanced up to admire my own work, surprised at how well it worked, there being no place in the shower not under the pour of hot rain.
Jen took the soap from Maya and worked it into a lather, then began washing my chest. Her touches were gentle now, exploratory rather than demanding, learning the landscape of my body. She traced each scar, but this time with soap-soaked fingers, cleaning away sweat and everything else.
"Your turn," Sarah murmured, and she turned in my arms to face away from me, pressing her back against my chest. She took the soap and reached up to wash my neck, my jaw, my face, and I had to bend down to allow it. Her fingers were tender against my skin, washing away tension I hadn't known I was carrying.
Maya moved behind Sarah and began washing her hair, working shampoo through the dark strands with careful fingers. Sarah's head fell back against Maya's shoulder with a sigh of contentment, and I felt her body relax completely between us.
The water continued its gentle flow over all of us, and we passed the soap around, taking turns washing each other. There wasn’t a thing hurried about it now, no urgency or desperation. Just hands on skin, gentle and thorough, an intimacy that was somehow even deeper than what had come before.
I washed Jen's hair while she leaned against my chest, her eyes closed, humming softly. The dark strands were silky under my fingers as I worked the shampoo through, massaging her scalp, and she made small sounds of pleasure at the attention.
Maya and Sarah were washing each other, hands sliding over wet skin, learning each other in this quieter way. I watched Sarah's fingers trail down Maya's arm, saw the way Maya leaned into the touch, saw the smile that passed between them.
When we were all clean, we stood under the water for a few more minutes, just being close, letting the heat soothe skin. Sarah turned in my arms and kissed me, slow and deep, tasting like clean water and something sweeter. When she pulled back, Maya took her place, her kiss different but equally thorough. Then Jen, her mouth soft and searching. “Thank you.” she said.
They kissed each other too, water running over all of us, mouths meeting and parting and meeting again. It wasn't frantic like before, not building toward anything. Just connection, affection, the pure pleasure of tasting and being tasted.
Maya's hand found me under the water, and she was surprised to find me hardening despite the recent excess. "Really?" she asked, half laughing. "Again?"
"Don't sound so surprised," Jen said, and her hand joined Maya's, both of them stroking me slowly under the running water. "We clearly bring out something in him."
"Or broke something in him," Sarah said, but her hand joined the others, all three of them touching me together.
The sensation of three hands on me, wet and slippery with soap, was good. They worked in coordination, taking turns, building me up slowly.
Sarah knelt first, the water running over her head and shoulders, and she took me in her mouth while Maya and Jen continued to stroke what she couldn't reach. The combination of her warm mouth and the cool water and their hands made me groan.
After a few minutes she pulled back and Maya took her place, her technique different, using more tongue, more suction. Jen's fingers found the sensitive spot behind my sac and pressed gently, and the added sensation made my knees weak.
Then Jen's turn, and she took me deeper than the others, relaxing her throat, and I had to brace myself against the shower wall to stay upright. They rotated through, each taking a turn, each offering a different sensation, until I was trembling and close.
"Where do you want to finish?" Maya asked, pulling back to look up at me. Water was running over her face, her lips were swollen from use, and she had never looked more beautiful.
"I don't care," I managed. "Wherever you want me to.”
"All of us," Sarah said. "Come on all of us."
They positioned themselves in front of me, kneeling in the water, faces upturned, and Maya's hand stroked me to completion. I came across their pretty faces, and they took it with smiles.
When I finished, they used the running water to wash it away, laughing as they cleaned each other, and the sound of their joy echoed off the walls of the compound.
We stayed in the shower until the water ran cold, reluctant to leave the moment. Eventually we had to, stepping out into the warm night air, reaching for towels. We dried each other with the same care we had used while washing, gentle touches and soft words.
Back in my hut, we fell into bed clean and exhausted. They arranged themselves around me like they had the night before, Sarah on my left, Maya on my right, Jen sprawled across all of us. But this time there was no tension, no desperation, just peace and satisfaction and the comfortable weight of bodies that had earned a rest.
I woke to the pressure in my bladder that meant I had slept longer than usual without getting up. The room was dark, just the faint silver of moonlight coming through the window, and for a moment I lay still, orienting myself to the warm weight of bodies pressed against me.
Sarah's head was on my shoulder, her breath slow and even against my neck. Maya had shifted in her sleep and was now curled against my side, one leg thrown over my thigh, her hand resting on my chest. Jen was sprawled across the foot of the bed, one arm draped over Maya's legs, her dark hair fanned out across the sheets. All of us nude.
I carefully extracted myself from the tangle, moving slowly to avoid waking them. Sarah murmured something unintelligible and rolled toward where I had been, her arm reaching out. Maya immediately filled the space, and the two of them curved together like they had been designed to fit that way. Jen shifted  but didn't wake.
I stood at the foot of the bed for a moment, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness, and then made my way carefully to the door. Outside, the compound was quiet except for the constant background music of jungle sounds and distant waves. The moon was nearly full, bright enough to navigate by, and I made my way to the latrine.
When I finished and returned to my hut, I paused in the doorway. The moonlight had shifted, coming now through the window at an angle that illuminated the bed, and I found myself frozen by the sight before me.
Three bodies, pale in the silver light, tangled together in sleep. The sheets had been kicked away at some point, leaving them completely exposed, and the moonlight painted them in shades of silver and shadow. Sarah was on her back now, one arm above her head, the other resting on Maya's hip. Maya had curled into her side, face pressed against Sarah's shoulder, dark hair spilling across both of them. Jen had migrated up the bed and was now wrapped around Maya from behind, her body following the curve of Maya's, her hand resting on the dip of Maya's waist.
They were beautiful. Not in the way they had been earlier, flushed and desperate and taking pleasure from each other. This was different., vulnerable. Three young women who had given themselves over to sleep and to each other completely, trusting that they were safe, that they were held.
I could see the marks we had left on each other though, love bites on Sarah's neck, a faint bruise on Maya's hip where I had gripped too hard, scratches on Jen's shoulders. Evidence of passion, of abandon, of boundaries dissolved. In the moonlight they looked like art, like something painted by someone who understood that beauty and desire were inseparable.
Maya's eyes opened slowly, just a flutter of lashes, and she saw me standing in the doorway admiring them. She didn't move otherwise, didn't want to disturb Sarah beneath her or Jen behind her, but she smiled. She lifted one hand from where it rested on Sarah's stomach and gave me a tiny wave, fingers wiggling. It was such a simple gesture, so innocent compared to everything else we had done, but it made my chest tighten.
I smiled back at her and raised my hand in return, a quiet acknowledgment of this moment, of her, of all of it.




Chapter 19

She let her hand drift back down to Sarah's skin, her eyes closing, slipping back into sleep with the ease of someone who felt completely safe. I watched her breathing even out, watched her body settle more fully against Sarah's, watched the three of them breathe together in the silvered darkness.
I stood there longer than I should have, memorizing the scene, knowing that someday I would need this memory, would need to remember what it looked like when three women who had been taught their whole lives to be small and careful and contained finally let themselves take everything.
Eventually I moved back to the bed, careful not to wake them. I slid in beside Sarah, and she immediately curled toward me without waking, her body seeking warmth. Maya shifted, adjusting to accommodate my presence, and within moments we had reformed our tangle. Jen's leg hooked over mine, Maya's hand found my chest, Sarah's breath warmed my shoulder.
I lay there in the darkness, listening to them breathe, feeling their hearts beat against various parts of my body, and I thought about the church that had sent them here and about the promises they had made and the ones they had broken now. I thought about what would happen in six weeks when this ended and they went back to their real lives.
I woke to sunlight bright through the window and the sound of Sarah's voice, urgent and panicked.
"Oh no. Oh no no no. We're supposed to be at the village in twenty minutes!”
That got everyone moving. The tangle of bodies that had felt so perfect in the moonlight suddenly became an obstacle course as we all tried to extract ourselves simultaneously. Maya rolled directly onto the floor with a thud and a curse. Jen sat up so fast she nearly head-butted me. Sarah was up on her feet, looking around frantically for her clothes.
"My shirt is where?" Maya asked from the floor. "Has anyone seen my shirt?"
"Which one?" Jen asked, pulling on shorts. "You've been wearing Terry’s shirts."
"Any of them," Maya said. "Literally any piece of clothing would be helpful right now."
I found my own clothes and started dressing while chaos erupted around me. Sarah had located her clothes but was now searching for her notebook, convinced she couldn't run the program without it. Jen was in the outdoor shower, attempting what had to be the fastest rinse in history. Maya had given up on finding her original shirt and stolen one of mine again, which hung on her like a dress but would have to do.
"Fifteen minutes," Sarah announced, finally locating her notebook under the bed. "We need to leave in fifteen minutes maximum or we'll be unforgivably late."
"When have we ever been on time?" Maya asked, still trying to find shoes.
"We're church representatives," Sarah said, her organizational instincts fully engaged despite the chaos. "We have to at least try to look like responsible adults."
"We stopped being responsible adults approximately twenty-four hours ago," Jen pointed out, emerging from the shower still dripping.
"Then we fake it," Sarah said. "Starting now."
Somehow we managed to pull ourselves together. Hair was pulled back into hasty ponytails. Teeth were brushed while hopping on one foot to put on shoes. Sarah assembled the supplies we needed while Maya and Jen did a final check of their appearance, trying to look like women who had spent the previous evening journaling and praying instead of what we had actually been doing.
We piled into the Land Cruiser with seconds to spare, all of us damp, definitely rushing, but more or less presentable. I started the engine and pulled out of the compound, and we all took a collective breath.
"We look normal, right?" Maya asked from the back seat. "Like nothing happened?"
"You're wearing Terry's shirt," Jen pointed out.
"It's a shirt," Maya said defensively. "It could be anyone's shirt."
"It says 'USMC' on it," Sarah said.
"So I borrowed a shirt from our security guy," Maya said. "That's perfectly normal. Platonic shirt borrowing."
"Is that what we're calling it?" I asked, and all three of them dissolved into hysterical giggles.
The laughter continued for the first few minutes of the drive, nervous energy that needed somewhere to go. But gradually we settled, the reality of what we needed to do today taking over. Sarah reviewed the program schedule. Maya practiced her French phrases. Jen checked the portable speaker system to make sure it was charged.
By the time we pulled into the village, we had successfully transformed back into professionals, or at least a reasonable facsimile of professionals. We unloaded supplies with practiced efficiency, greeting the villagers who came to help, setting up the program space with the coordination we had developed over weeks of working together.
Mrs. Reyes appeared and looked at all of us with an expression I couldn't quite read. "You all look very happy today," she said.
"It's a beautiful day," Sarah said brightly, which was true but not the reason we looked happy.
"Very beautiful," Mrs. Reyes agreed, but she was smiling in a way that made me think she suspected something.
The program itself went smoothly, better than usual. The three of them worked together with an ease that had always been there but seemed enhanced now, like some invisible barrier had been removed. Maya led songs with infectious energy, getting even the shyest children to participate. Sarah's health education lesson was clear and engaging, holding the attention of kids and adults alike. Jen managed the logistics seamlessly, anticipating what was needed before anyone had to ask.
I watched from my usual position at the edge of things, officially there for security but mostly just observing. And what I observed was three women who were completely in their element, doing work they believed in, connecting with people in ways that felt genuine and meaningful.
When Maya accidentally used the wrong French word and told everyone she had eaten a shoe for breakfast instead of toast, she laughed at herself so easily that everyone laughed with her. When a child asked Sarah a question she didn't know the answer to, she admitted it honestly and promised to find out for next time. When Jen's speaker system started crackling, she fixed it on the spot with the small toolkit she had started carrying, earning impressed looks from the teenage boys who had been skeptical of the foreign women at first.
They caught each other's eyes throughout the program, small smiles passing between them, private jokes and shared understanding. Anyone watching might have attributed it to friendship, to the natural bond that forms between people working closely together. They wouldn't have known about the night before, about the boundaries crossed, about the ways these three had learned each other's bodies as thoroughly as they had learned each other's minds.
During a break, Maya came over to where I was standing in the shade. She kept a careful distance, appropriate and professional, but her eyes were bright with mischief.
"How are we doing?" she asked quietly.
"You're doing great," I said. "No one would ever suspect."
"Suspect what?" she asked innocently. "That we're anything other than dedicated missionaries doing the Lord's work?"
"Exactly that," I said.
"Good," she said. "Because we are doing the Lord's work. We're just also doing other things. I don't think those have to be mutually exclusive."
Sarah called her back to help with the next activity, and Maya went without hesitation. But just before she turned away, she let her hand brush against mine, quick and light, and then she was gone.
The program ran longer than scheduled because the village women wanted to show Sarah a new cooking technique they thought she should learn. The teenage boys convinced Jen to look at a motorcycle that wasn't running properly. The children didn't want to let Maya leave, hanging on her arms and begging for one more song.
It was late afternoon by the time we finally packed up and said our goodbyes. The drive back to the compound was quiet, all of us tired but satisfied. Sarah made notes in her notebook about things to follow up on next time. Maya hummed one of the songs they had taught. Jen leaned her head against the window and watched the landscape slide past.




Chapter 20

"That was a good day," Sarah said eventually.
"Yeah," Maya agreed. "I feel like we're actually helping, you know? Like it's not just us showing up and imposing our ideas. It's becoming real connection."
"Mrs. Reyes definitely knows something is different with us," Jen said.
"Different how?" I asked.
"I don't know," Jen said. "But she kept looking at all of us with this knowing smile. Like she could see something we thought we were hiding."
"Maybe she's just happy we're happy," Sarah suggested.
"Or maybe she's more perceptive than we give her credit for," Maya said.
We fell back into comfortable silence for the rest of the drive. But as soon as the compound gates came into view, I felt the energy shift. The tension that had been carefully controlled all day started to unwind, and by the time I parked the Land Cruiser, all three of them were practically vibrating with it.
Maya was out of the vehicle first, stretching in the late afternoon sun. "I've been wanting to take this off all day," she said, and pulled my borrowed shirt over her head, leaving her in just her bikini top.
"Maya!" Sarah said, looking around automatically even though we were completely alone.
"What?" Maya said. "There's no one here but us. I'm tired of pretending to be modest."
She kicked off her shoes and headed toward the beach, dropping her shorts as she went. By the time she reached the water's edge, her underwear came off too and she ran into the waves completely naked, laughing as she dove under.
Sarah looked at Jen, then at me, and I saw the exact moment she made her decision. She started pulling off her own clothes, abandoning the careful propriety she had maintained all day. Jen followed suit, and within moments they were both running after Maya, leaving a trail of discarded clothing across the sand.
I followed more slowly, shedding my own clothes as I went, watching the three of them play in the water, splashing and diving and shrieking with laughter. The relief of being back in their own space, free from observation and judgment, was palpable.
When I reached the water, Maya immediately swam over and wrapped herself around me, her legs around my waist, her arms around my neck. "I've been wanting to do this since breakfast," she said, and she kissed me deeply.
Sarah and Jen moved closer, and suddenly I had three sets of hands on me, three mouths seeking mine, and we were tangled together in the waves exactly like we had been in bed, except this time with salt water and fading sunlight and the freedom of knowing no one could see us.
"Inside," Sarah said breathlessly between kisses. "I want you inside me. I don't want to wait."
We stumbled out of the water and back to my hut, all of us dripping and urgent. There was no slow build this time, no careful exploration. We fell onto the bed in a wet tangle and Sarah climbed on top of me immediately, sinking down onto me with a gasp of relief.
"Yes," she moaned. "This is what I needed. All day I've been thinking about this."
She rode me hard while Maya and Jen touched her, touched themselves, touched each other. The room filled with sounds of pleasure and wet skin and complete abandon. When Sarah came she collapsed forward and Jen immediately took her place, not waiting for Sarah to fully recover, just taking what she needed.
Maya straddled my face and I tasted her while Jen rode me, and the dual sensation was overwhelming. All afternoon I had been careful, restrained, appropriate. Now I let myself have what I had been wanting, buried my tongue inside Maya while Jen clenched around my cock, and both of them came almost simultaneously.
Then Maya's turn, and she wanted it from behind, wanted me to take her hard while she buried her face in Sarah's thighs. I gripped her hips and pounded into her while she made muffled sounds of pleasure against Sarah's skin, and when I came inside her I did it with my teeth on her shoulder, marking her again.
We collapsed in a heap, breathing hard. The afternoon dissolved into evening, and evening into night, and we learned new things about each other's bodies. We learned that Sarah could come from just having her nipples sucked. We earned that Jen liked to be held down, liked the feeling of being overwhelmed. And we learned that Maya could come over and over if we didn't let her rest between peaks.
I learned that I could keep going longer than I thought possible when I had three women determined to drain every drop of pleasure from my body. I learned that recovery time shortened considerably when you had six hands working in coordination. I learned that the sounds they made when they touched each other were just as arousing as when they touched me.
As full darkness fell, we finally slowed down. The desperate edge had been satisfied, replaced by something more playful. We moved around each other in the kitchen lazily, feeding each other, touching for the pleasure of touching rather than with any specific need. Maya would kiss Sarah just to taste her. Jen would run her hands over my chest just to feel my muscles flex. Sarah would stroke Maya's hair while Jen kissed her way down my stomach.
Eventually we ended up in the outdoor shower, washing away sweat and salt and the evidence of our activities. But unlike the night before, this time the washing quickly turned to more touching, more arousal. Maya ended up pressed against the wooden wall with my face between her legs. Sarah and Jen kissed under the running water, hands exploring each other while I made Maya come so hard her legs gave out.
We dried off and fell into bed, and this time when I entered Sarah it was slow and sweet, our bodies moving together in perfect synchronization while Maya and Jen flanked us, their hands roaming over both of us. When we finished we didn't pull apart, just stayed connected while our breathing slowed.
"Six more weeks," Jen said into the darkness. "We have six more weeks of this."
“None of this can go back with us when we have to go,” Maya said.
Everyone agreed in silence, because it was true. It could only be here and only in this time.
"Not enough," Maya said. "It's never going to be enough."
“We just need to make the most of what we have," Sarah said, and she kissed me softly. "Every day. Every moment. We can’t waste any of this.”
"No regrets," I said, repeating what had become our unspoken mantra.
"No regrets," they echoed, and we fell asleep like that, connected, touching everywhere it was possible to touch.
Outside the compound, the jungle sang a nighttime song, the waves crashed on the beach, the moon rose over the water. Inside my small hut, four people who had found something impossible held onto each other and refused to think about the ending that was coming.
Because we all knew from the beginning, even without anyone saying it, that this couldn't last forever. But for those final weeks? I found Jen in the kitchen one afternoon and pulled her panties down and fucked her from behind, she barely pausing in her making sandwiches. Or Maya found me on the beach lying in the sun and sucked me until I came in her mouth, before rolling off me and lying in the sun too. Or I took Sarah to bed by hand, after they made me choose one, laughing like it was a game. And she rode me, leaning back, pushing her hands in her hair, and making enough noise to ensure the others could hear.
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