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Rachel's fingers grip the cool metal railing of the cruise ship, her polished nails gleaming like tiny pearls against the dark. The night ocean stretches before her, a vast expanse of black silk rippling beneath the moonlight, but her mind is elsewhere – adrift in a sea of tequila and the lingering ache of a relationship three weeks dead. Her blonde hair dances around her face in the sea breeze, a golden storm catching starlight, her lips curved into a smile that grows wider with each passing moment of freedom.

The dress she chose tonight clings to her curves like a jealous lover – red silk that stops mid-thigh and plunges dangerously low between her breasts. She'd bought it specifically for this cruise, a "fuck you" to Mike and his complaints that she dressed too provocatively. The fabric shifts as she takes another sip from her glass, the movement causing her substantial cleavage to rise and fall in a hypnotic rhythm.

"To new beginnings," she whispers to the indifferent stars, raising her nearly empty glass in a mock toast. The alcohol buzzes pleasantly through her system, warming her from within and loosening the knot of anger that's lived in her chest since finding those texts on Mike's phone. Three cocktails deep, the hurt has transmuted into something else entirely – a liquid heat pooling low in her belly, a hunger that has nothing to do with food.

The sound of approaching footsteps breaks her reverie – not one set but several, accompanied by the low murmur of male voices. Rachel straightens her posture instinctively, pushing her chest forward slightly, a pavlovian response to male attention that she's never bothered to correct. Why should she? She likes the way men look at her. Likes the power of it.

"Excuse me," comes a deep voice to her right. "But it should be illegal to look that good against the moonlight."

Rachel turns, taking in the sight of four men standing a respectful distance away. Three are dressed in vacation casual – expensive watches, designer polo shirts, the confident stance of successful men used to getting what they want. The fourth wears the white uniform of the ship's crew, gold epaulets gleaming on broad shoulders, a name tag that reads "Marco" catching the dim light.

"That's quite the opening line," she says, smiling as she lets her gaze drift over each of them in turn. "Does it usually work?"

"About sixty percent of the time," says the tallest of the passengers, stepping forward. His eyes are dark and intelligent, his jawline sharp enough to cut glass. "I'm willing to take the risk of rejection to meet the most beautiful woman on this ship."

Rachel laughs, the sound carrying across the water. "At least you're honest about your success rate. I appreciate that."

"We were just saying," adds another of the men, shorter but with the solid build of someone who spends serious time at the gym, "that it's a crime for someone like you to be standing out here all alone."

"Maybe I like being alone," Rachel counters, but her body language contradicts her words. She shifts her weight, angling toward them, a silent invitation to continue.

"No one who wears a dress like that wants to be alone," says the third passenger, his accent hinting at Italian heritage. His eyes don't bother hiding their appreciation as they trace the contours of her body. "That dress is asking for company."

"The dress can't ask for anything," Rachel corrects him, but her tone is playful rather than offended. She takes a deliberate step closer to the group. "But its owner might be open to persuasion."

Marco, the crew member, grins at this. "We were just heading to the upper deck bar. Would you honor us with your company, miss...?"

"Rachel," she supplies, extending her hand. When Marco takes it, she doesn't shake it so much as let her fingers linger against his palm. "And I think I'd like that very much."

As they walk, Rachel positions herself in the middle of the group, making no effort to maintain personal space. Her hips sway more pronouncedly than necessary, the movement causing the hem of her dress to ride up incrementally with each step. She notices how their eyes drop to follow the rhythmic motion, how their conversations falter mid-sentence when she laughs or tosses her hair.

"So what brings four handsome men together on this cruise?" she asks, deliberately brushing against the Italian as they navigate a narrow passageway. "Bachelor party? Business retreat?"

"Just friends getting away from the daily grind," says the tall one, who has introduced himself as James. "Banking tends to eat your soul if you don't escape occasionally."

"I can relate," Rachel nods, letting her shoulder bump against his. "Corporate law has the same effect. This is my first vacation in two years."

"Then we should make it memorable," says the gym enthusiast – Derek, he'd said his name was. His hand finds the small of her back as they climb a short flight of stairs, fingers spread wide, touching more than necessary to guide her. Rachel leans into the contact rather than pulling away.

They reach a small bar area, but Rachel isn't interested in another drink. The alcohol already in her system has awakened something primal, something that doesn't need further lubrication. What she needs now is contact, validation, desire. As they cluster around a high table, she positions herself closer than etiquette would dictate, making sure to press her breast against James's arm as she leans in to hear him over the music.
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