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Chapter 1 --- The Only Passenger

The cab dropped me at the wrong marina.

It wasn’t the driver’s fault. My confirmation email had the marina name, but the instructions Theo had sent separately—tucked at the bottom of a list of what to pack—specified Gate C at the Flisvos Marina in Paleo Faliro. I stood on the hot concrete of the smaller, utilitarian port, watching water taxis putter past rusting hulls, my large suitcase and oversized tote bag feeling like anchors. The air smelled of diesel and fish.

My phone buzzed. An unknown Greek number.

“You are at Alimos,” a man’s voice said. It wasn’t a question. The accent was smooth, the English precise but softened around the edges.

“I… yes.”

“Stay. I come.”

The line went dead.

Twenty minutes later, a battered white van pulled up. The man who stepped out was the photograph from the charter website made flesh, but the image hadn’t captured the quiet solidity of him. Theo Vasilakis was taller than I’d guessed, maybe six-two, with shoulders that stretched his simple grey t-shirt. His skin was the color of old honey, webbed with fine lines at the corners of his eyes from squinting at horizons.

Dark hair, cropped close, a day’s worth of shadow on his jaw. He moved with an unhurried economy, taking my suitcase with a nod.

“Nadia.”

“Theo. Thank you for this.”

“The others cancelled. Last night.” He loaded the bags into the back.

“The cook, Maria, she will stay for today’s lunch, then she goes. Her mother is sick in Thessaloniki.”

The information landed like stones in my gut. It was just going to be me. And him. On a boat. For a week.

“Oh,” I managed. “I’m sorry. About her mother.”

He glanced at me, his eyes a startling shade of sea-green under the Athenian sun. He didn’t say ‘it’s fine’ or ‘these things happen.’ He just held my gaze for a second longer than necessary, as if assessing my seaworthiness. “The charter is paid. You are entitled to a private trip.

Or a refund, less the deposit.”

The thought of turning around, of getting back on a plane to Heathrow and into the grey grind of my flat and my Slack notifications, was a physical revulsion. “No. I’ll stay.”

A small, almost imperceptible nod. “Good.”

The drive to Flisvos was quiet. He drove with one wrist draped over the wheel, the window down, the salty breeze whipping through the cab. I stole glances at his hands. They were large, capable, a thin white scar across the back of his right knuckles, his forearms corded with lean muscle. Hands that worked rope and winches. I looked out the window, feeling a flutter low in my belly that had nothing to do with motion sickness.



The Kynthia was beautiful. A forty-five-foot catamaran, sleek and white, her twin hulls cutting a clean profile against the brilliant blue of the marina. Her decks were teak, her sails neatly furled along the booms. She looked expensive and serene.

Theo handed my bags down to a smiling, round-faced woman in a blue apron—Maria—then offered his hand to help me over the gap between the dock and the boat. His palm was warm and rough. I stepped onto the deck, and the world shifted. The gentle rock was immediate, a subtle unsteadiness that made me grip the railing.

“Welcome aboard,” Theo said, his voice lower here, closer.

Maria showed me to the forward starboard cabin. It was compact but airy, with a large bed under a porthole, an ensuite bathroom, and storage cleverly built into the walls. The dominant sound was the gentle lap of water against the hull. My own heartbeat. I unpacked the essentials: bikinis, sunscreen, a few linen dresses, my Kindle. The corporate leadership books I’d packed as a penance stayed buried at the bottom of the suitcase.

Lunch was served in the cockpit—a shaded seating area at the stern.

Maria had laid out a feast: grilled octopus, a tomato and feta salad, crusty bread, olives. Theo joined us, quiet, letting Maria chatter about the islands we would see. He ate with a focused appreciation, and I found myself watching the way his throat worked when he swallowed, the way he wiped his fingers on a napkin. The sun was high and hot, but under the bimini shade, with the breeze coming off the water, it was perfect.

“You sail alone?” I asked him during a lull.

“Often. For charters, usually a host or cook. This week, it will be just me.” He looked at me. “And you.”

“Are you… okay with that?”

His lips quirked. “It is my job. But yes. I prefer a quiet boat.”

Something about the way he said it, the directness of his gaze, made the fluttering return.

After lunch, Maria packed her bag. She hugged me, whispering, “He is a good man. A quiet man. But he sees everything.” She kissed Theo on both cheeks, wished him kalo taxidi, and disembarked.

And then, it was just us.

The silence wasn’t empty. It was filled with the creak of the boat, the cry of gulls, the distant hum of the city. Theo moved about the deck, checking lines, fiddling with instruments. I felt like an artifact, perched on the cushioned seat, utterly superfluous.

“Can I help?” I asked finally.

He looked over from the helm station. “You can stow the fenders when we cast off.”

It was a simple task. The large cylindrical buoys that kept the boat from scraping against the dock were heavy and awkward. I wrestled with one, my arms straining. He appeared beside me, his scent a clean mix of salt and sun-warmed skin.

“Like this,” he said, his voice close to my ear. He didn’t take it from me. Instead, his hands covered mine on the rough rope, guiding my movements. “Lift, and swing it in.” Our hands worked together, his body a solid presence behind me, not touching but so close I could feel his heat. The fender came aboard. My breath hitched. “Good,” he said, and his hands left mine. The absence of his touch was a shock.

We cast off. Theo started the engines, a low twin-throated growl that vibrated through the deck. He handled the boat with a casual mastery that was deeply compelling. One hand on the wheel, the other on a throttle lever, he backed us out of the slip, turned us toward the open channel, and we were moving.

I stood near him, holding onto a grab rail as we motored out of the marina, past rows of gleaming mega-yachts. The cityscape of Athens receded, the Acropolis a hazy smudge on the hill. The sea opened up ahead, a vast, glittering plain of deepest blue.

“We will sail soon,” he said, not taking his eyes from the water ahead.

“The meltemi is light today. Good for your first time.”

“Is it that obvious?”

He glanced at me, a smile touching his eyes. “Your knuckles are white on the rail.”

I forced my fingers to relax. “I’m a control freak. This is…

unfamiliar.”

“The sea is in control,” he said simply. “I just listen to her.”

Once we cleared the port, he killed the engines. The sudden quiet was profound, broken only by the wind in the rigging and the water slapping the hulls. “Ready?” he called.

“For what?”

He didn’t answer. He moved to the mast, unlocking a mechanism, and began hauling on a rope. The mainsail, a great swath of crisp white fabric, began to climb the mast, unfurling with a series of satisfying thumps.

The wind caught it immediately, snapping it taut. The boat heeled slightly, a gentle lean, and then we were moving differently. Not just propelled, but borne. The noise was a rush of water and wind, a physical force. Theo trimmed the sail, his body leaning into the line, muscles standing out in relief. He looked completely in his element, a

part of the machine of wind and wave.

He returned to the helm, taking the wheel again. “Come,” he said.

I went to stand beside him.

“Take it.”

“What?”

“The wheel. Feel her.”

“I don’t know how.”

“I am here.”

Hesitantly, I placed my hands on the smooth teak of the wheel. It thrummed under my palms, alive with the pull of the sea. He stood behind my right shoulder, not touching me, his arms loose at his sides.

“Keep the wind coming from there,” he said, pointing over my left shoulder. “See the telltale?” He indicated a small ribbon of yarn tied to the shroud. “Keep it streaming back. If it flutters, you are too close to the wind. If it falls limp, you have turned away.”

I focused, adjusting minutely. The boat answered at once, a subtle shift in the hiss of water along the hull. Something bright and sharp moved through me—half fear, half raw exhilaration. I was steering a sailboat in the Aegean.

“Good,” he murmured. His approval landed low in my belly, warm and sudden.

I steered for what felt like an hour, lost in the wind and the water and the weight of the boat in my hands. He pointed out distant islands on the horizon—Kea, Kythnos—their shapes blurred in the afternoon haze. Eventually my shoulders began to ache from the tension.

“I’ll take her,” he said, his hand coming to rest on the wheel next to mine. Our fingers didn’t touch, but they were close enough that I felt the heat of his skin. I relinquished control, stepping back, my body still humming with the motion of the sea.

He suggested I go forward and sit on the netting between the hulls. I took my sunglasses and a bottle of water and made my way to the bow. The trampoline-like netting stretched over the gap, suspended just above the water. I sat down, then lay back, the net cradling me. From here the world narrowed to the knife-edge of the bow slicing through sapphire water, foam hissing past just beneath me, and the immense dome of the sky. The sun pressed warm against my skin. The wind roared steady in my ears. For the first time in years my mind went quiet. The endless to-do lists, the resentments, the low-grade panic of unread emails—it all dissolved into the salt and the blue.

I must have dozed off. I woke to the sound of the sails flapping and a change in the boat’s motion. We were slowing. I sat up. Theo was lowering the mainsail, the boat turning gently into a small, secluded cove. The water here was a translucent turquoise, so clear I could see the sandy bottom ten meters down. Sheer cliffs of russet rock rose on one side, dotted with hardy shrubs. There was no one else in sight.

He dropped the anchor with a loud rattle of chain. The boat swung gently, settling into the wind.

“We stay here tonight,” he called from the helm.

I made my way back to the cockpit. The silence of the anchorage felt different from the silence at sea. It was peaceful, complete.

“This is… incredible,” I said, meaning it.

“The first of many,” he replied. He was looking at the cliffs, not at me. “You swim?”

“Yes.”

“The water is good here. Before the sun gets low.” He was already pulling his shirt over his head, revealing a torso of lean, taut muscle tanned deep gold, a dusting of dark hair across his chest trailing down his stomach. My throat tightened. He undid his shorts, letting them drop, and stood there in just navy blue swim trunks. He was magnificent, like a statue of some sea god. He didn’t preen or pause. He simply walked to the sugar-scoop steps at the stern and dove in, clean and silent.

I stood there, stunned by the casual display of his body, by the intimacy of it. It was just us. No one for miles. I went to my cabin, my hands trembling slightly as I changed into my plain black bikini. I caught a glimpse of myself in the small mirror—pale skin, a body that spent too many hours in office chairs, eyes wide with nervous anticipation. I wrapped a sarong around my waist and went back on deck.

He was floating on his back, eyes closed against the sun. I dropped the sarong on the deck, descended the steps, and slipped into the water. It was cool, a shock that quickly turned into a silken embrace. I swam a few strokes away from the boat, then floated, letting the water hold me. The world reduced to the sound of my own breathing and the gentle lap of waves against the hull.

When I looked back, he was watching me. Treading water, his green eyes steady. I felt seen, in a way I hadn’t in a long time. Not as a manager, or a daughter, or a problem-solver. Just as a woman, in the water.

“It’s cold,” I said, for something to say.

“It wakes you up,” he replied. He swam closer, not directly to me, but to the ladder. He hauled himself out, water sluicing off the hard planes of his back and legs. He didn’t towel off, just stood on the deck, dripping, looking down at me. “Take your time.”

He moved away, and I heard the sounds of him securing things on deck. I swam a little longer, trying to calm the riot in my nerves. The sun was beginning its descent, painting the cliffs in warm gold. Finally, I swam back to the ladder and climbed out.

He was in the galley below, the sounds of him opening cabinets drifting up. I stood on the deck, self-conscious, the breeze chilling my wet skin. I grabbed a towel from a bin and dried off, then wrapped it around my shoulders. The deck was still warm from the day’s sun.

He emerged, holding two glasses of white wine. He’d put on a dry pair of shorts, nothing else. He handed me a glass. Our fingers brushed.

“To disappearing,” I said, raising my glass.

He clinked his against it. “To being found,” he replied, his gaze holding mine.

We sat in the cockpit as the sun dipped lower, painting the sky in streaks of orange and purple. We talked of safe things—the islands we would sail to tomorrow, the best tavernas on Santorini. He asked about London, and I gave him the sanitized, career-girl version. He spoke of growing up on a smaller island, of learning to sail before he could drive. His voice was a low, calm rhythm, as steady as the tide. The wine went to my head, or maybe it was the isolation, the sheer beauty of the dying light on the water.

As twilight deepened into a velvet blue, he lit a lantern that cast a soft golden glow over the cockpit. The stars began to prick through, countless.

“I should make dinner,” he said, not moving.

“I can help.”

“No.” The word was firm, but not unkind. “You are the guest. Sit.”

He went below, and soon the smell of garlic and herbs wafted up. I stayed on deck, sipping my wine, watching the first bright planet appear. The intimacy of it was a slow, sweet ache. Him cooking for me. Just us. On this boat, in the middle of nowhere.

He called me down when it was ready. The saloon table was set for two. He’d made a simple pasta with tomatoes, capers, and olives, a dish that tasted of the sun and the sea. We ate across from each other in the cozy space, our knees almost touching under the table. The boat rocked gently. Every movement felt amplified. The clink of a fork. The sound of his swallowing. The way he wiped his mouth.

“This is amazing,” I said.

“It is simple.”

“It’s perfect.”

After dinner, we cleaned up together, moving around the small galley in a wordless, careful dance. My body was hyper-aware of his proximity. When I turned from the sink, drying a plate, he was right there, reaching for a glass. We froze, inches apart. I could see the individual flecks of darker green in his irises, the faint scar through one eyebrow. His breath feathered over my lips. The air between us crackled, thick and hot. My heart hammered against my ribs. His gaze dropped to my mouth, and for one suspended second, I was certain he would kiss me.

But he didn’t. He took a slow, deliberate step back, his eyes shuttering. “You must be tired,” he said, his voice a shade rougher than before. “The forward cabin is yours. I sleep aft.”

It was a dismissal, gentle but clear. A line drawn. The professional captain and his solitary guest.

Disappointment, sharp and sweet, flooded me. I nodded, unable to speak.

“Goodnight, Nadia,” he said.

“Goodnight, Theo.”

I retreated to my cabin, the memory of that charged moment burning in my veins. I changed into a thin sleep shirt and lay in the dark, listening to the sounds of him moving around above me, the soft tread of his bare feet on the deck. The boat rocked, a cradle. I was exhausted, but sleep felt miles away. Every nerve was alive, straining to hear him. I heard the splash, faint and clean.

A midnight swim.

I lay there, the image of him diving into the black water vivid in my mind. The cool solitude of it. The escape. My own skin felt too tight, too warm. I threw off the sheet and sat up in the dark. The boat was silent now. He was out there, in the water, under the stars.

I got up and went to the porthole. I couldn’t see him. The cove was a pool of ink under a diamond-studded sky. My heart beat a frantic rhythm against my sternum. The professional line had been drawn, but the current humming between us all day was a stronger force. He’d felt it too. I’d seen it in his eyes, in the tension in his shoulders when he stepped back.

I stood there in the dark cabin, the gentle rock of the boat the only movement, the only sound my own breathing. The silence was a dare.

I couldn’t stay here, coiled tight in my bunk. I pulled on my bikini bottoms—leaving the top on the bed—and wrapped the thin sarong around myself. Barefoot, I slid my cabin door open. The saloon was dark, lit only by the faint glow of instrument panels from the helm station. I moved silently through it and up the three steps into the cockpit.

The night air was cool and heavy with the scent of salt and pine from the distant cliffs. The sky was an impossible spill of stars, the Milky Way a dusty river overhead. The water was a black mirror, reflecting pinpricks of light.

He was at the stern, a dark silhouette against the star-flecked horizon. He stood at the rail, looking out at the water, a towel draped around his neck. He’d heard me, I was sure of it, but he didn’t turn.

I stepped onto the deck, the teak still warm under my feet. “Couldn’t sleep,” I said, my voice too loud in the stillness.

He turned then, slowly. His face was in shadow, but I could feel his gaze on me. “The boat takes some getting used to.”

“It’s not the boat.”

A beat of silence. The water lapped softly against the hulls. “No,” he agreed, his voice low. “It is not.”

I walked toward him, my heart slamming against my ribs in hard, uneven beats. The sarong clung to my damp skin, thin cotton offering no real cover. I stopped an arm’s length from the rail and leaned against the opposite side, the cool metal biting into my palms. He watched me, eyes steady, face unreadable in the low light.

“Was the water cold?” I asked.

“Bracing.” He turned fully toward me. “It clears the head.”

“Did it work?”

He exhaled, the sound close to a laugh. “No.”

The word settled between us. I tracked the rise and fall of his chest, the way his shoulders tightened under the starlight. Whatever professional distance he had kept in the galley had burned off with the dark and the open sea and the simple fact that no one else existed on this stretch of water.

“Theo,” I said. His name came out half question, half surrender.

He closed the space in two quiet steps. He didn’t reach for me. He stood close enough that the heat coming off his skin pressed against mine, close enough to catch the clean, wet smell of seawater and soap still clinging to him. “This is a bad idea,” he said, voice low, eyes fixed on my mouth.

“Why?”

“You are my guest. I am responsible for you.”

“I’m a grown woman. I’m responsible for myself.”

His gaze moved over my face, then lower, to the knot of the sarong sitting between my breasts. “This changes everything. There is no professional detachment after this.”

“I don’t want your professional detachment.” The words came out rough. “I haven’t wanted it since you took the wheel from my hands.”

A muscle jumped in his jaw. He lifted one hand and brushed a damp strand of hair from my cheek. His fingertips were rough from rope and salt. The touch shot straight through me, settling hot and heavy between my legs. “You are sure?”

It wasn’t a checkbox. It was a door swinging open.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m sure.”

His control broke. One hand slid around the back of my neck, the other settled at my waist, and he took my mouth. The kiss was hungry and deep, no gentleness in it. His tongue swept in with confident pressure that made my knees give. I gasped against him, hands gripping his shoulders, palms sliding over hot skin stretched tight over muscle. He tasted of salt and the wine from dinner and the night air itself. The towel dropped from his neck, forgotten.

He walked me backward until my spine met the cool fiberglass of the saloon bulkhead. His body pinned mine there, and the hard length of his cock pressed against my belly through his swim trunks. A moan slipped out of me, caught by his mouth. One hand slid down my hip, fingers digging into the curve of my thigh through the sarong. The other stayed tangled in my hair, angling my head so he could take the kiss deeper.

When he finally pulled back, we were both breathing hard. His forehead rested against mine, eyes closed. “Thee mou,” he whispered, the Greek rough in his throat.

“Please,” I said, not even sure what I was asking for.

He knew. His hands went to the knot at my hip. He tugged it loose and the sarong fell open, pooling around my feet. Cool air touched my bare skin. My bikini top was the only thing left. His eyes moved over me, slow and possessive.

“You are so beautiful,” he said, voice gravel.

He bent and closed his mouth over one nipple through the thin fabric, heat and wet suction pulling a cry from my throat. My back arched off the bulkhead. His tongue circled the peak until it tightened, then he sucked harder. His free hand cupped my other breast, thumb dragging across the nipple in slow strokes that sent sharp lines of pleasure straight to my cunt. I clenched around nothing, empty and aching.

He yanked the bikini top down. My breasts spilled free and his mouth was on me again, skin to skin now, stubble scraping tender flesh. He sucked and licked, teeth grazing just enough to make me whimper. My fingers twisted in his hair, holding him there.

“Theo… I need…”

He straightened, eyes dark. “I know what you need.”

He hooked his fingers in the sides of my bikini bottoms and dragged them down my legs. I stepped out of them. Naked under the stars, I stood while he looked his fill, gaze dragging over my breasts, my stomach, the dark curls between my thighs. I should have felt exposed. I felt seen. Wanted. Powerful.

“Your turn,” I managed, voice unsteady.

A slow smile touched his mouth. He took my hand and pressed it to the waistband of his trunks. “You do it.”

I pushed the fabric down. His cock sprang free, thick, hard, curving up toward his stomach. I wrapped my hand around him, skin hot and smooth, velvet over rigid heat. He hissed, eyes squeezing shut for a second. I stroked him once, learning the weight and the pulse of him in my palm.

“Enough,” he growled, and took my mouth again in a bruising kiss while he lifted me. My legs wrapped around his waist on instinct. He carried me the short distance to the wide cushioned bench in the cockpit and laid me down on the soft vinyl. The stars wheeled overhead.

He knelt between my spread thighs, hands pressing them wider. His gaze burned. “I need to taste you.”

He lowered his head before I could answer. His tongue dragged a long, slow stripe from my entrance to my clit. I jerked, a raw sound tearing out of me. He did it again, and again, until my hips lifted off the cushion. Then he focused on my clit, sucking the swollen bud into his mouth, flicking it with quick, firm strokes of his tongue. The pleasure was sharp, almost too much. My belly tightened, the coil winding tighter with every pass.

“Oh, God, Theo… right there…”

He hummed against me, the vibration shooting straight through my nerves. One hand slid up to pinch and roll a nipple while two fingers of the other pushed inside me, thick and sure. I was soaked. My inner walls clenched around him as he pumped in and out, curling to stroke that spot that made white flash behind my eyelids.

“Come for me,” he said against my skin.

The command, the relentless rhythm of his tongue and fingers, the open night sky—it broke me. The coil snapped. My orgasm tore through me in hard, shuddering waves. My thighs clamped around his head. He stayed with me, gentling his touch until the last tremor faded.

He kissed his way up my body, mouth leaving wet heat on my skin. He settled over me, weight braced on his forearms. The head of his cock nudged at my entrance, slick with my arousal.

“Look at me,” he said.

I opened my eyes. His face was above mine, fierce and focused. “Yes,” I whispered.

He pushed inside.

He was big and I was tight. He filled me inch by slow inch, letting my body stretch around him. The feeling was overwhelming—fullness, pressure, the deep rightness of being taken. When he was buried to the hilt he went still, forehead dropping to mine, breath ragged.

“Okay?” he asked, voice strained.

“More than okay.”

He began to move. Slow, deep withdrawal, then a thrust that rocked me into the cushions. He set a deliberate, powerful rhythm, each stroke grinding his pelvis against my clit. The wet sound of skin on skin mixed with his low grunts and my high, desperate whimpers.

He hooked my legs higher over his shoulders, changing the angle. I cried out, nails digging into his back. Every thrust now struck deeper, harder, a direct hit to something that made pleasure build again, fast and towering.

“That’s it,” he gritted out, watching my face. “Come again. I want to feel you.”

His words pushed me over. My second orgasm hit deeper, my cunt clenching hard around his cock in rhythmic pulses. I sobbed his name, body arching up off the bench.

My climax dragged his out of him a heartbeat later—his whole body locking as he emptied into me in one long, shuddering pulse, a hoarse groan breaking loose against my collarbone. He came down over me slowly, his face buried in the curve of my neck, breathing like he’d swum the length of the bay.

We lay tangled for long minutes, breathing slowing, hearts still hammering. The boat rocked us gently. The stars burned above, indifferent.

Eventually he softened and slipped out. He rolled to his side and pulled me against him, one hand stroking my hair, my back. He didn’t speak. The quiet, sated peace between us said enough.

After a while he stood and pulled a blanket from the cockpit locker. He spread it on the bench, then lay down and drew me into the cradle of his body, my back to his front. Another blanket came over us. His arms wrapped around me, palm spread wide and possessive over my stomach.

“Sleep here,” he murmured into my hair. Not a question.

I nodded, eyes already heavy. The last thing I felt was the press of his lips against my shoulder and the steady beat of his heart against my back.



I woke with the dawn.

The sky was soft pearl grey streaked with pink. Cool, fresh air moved across the deck. I was still curled against Theo, his arms locked around me even in sleep. His breathing stayed deep and even against my neck.

Carefully, I turned in his arms to face him. In sleep the lines of command and watchfulness had eased. He looked younger, peaceful. I traced the thin scar on his eyebrow with a light fingertip.

His eyes opened. Sea-green, clear, instantly alert. He blinked, and a slow, drowsy smile spread across his face. “Kalimera,” he said, voice rough with sleep.

“Good morning.”

He leaned in and kissed me, soft and unhurried, tasting of sleep and salt. It felt more intimate than anything we had done in the dark.

“The sun will be up soon,” he said, hand stroking down my spine. “The best light.”

“What do we do?”

He kissed my forehead. “We watch it.”

We sat up together, wrapped in the blanket, watching the sky lighten over the cliffs. He pointed out the morning star fading in the west. When the first golden edge of the sun crested the rocky horizon, he pulled me onto his lap, my back to his chest, and wrapped us both in the blanket. We watched the world catch fire in silence.

When the sun was fully up, a blazing coin in a pale blue sky, he spoke, chin resting on my shoulder. “We sail to Santorini today.”

“Okay.”

“The trip… the charter. It continues as planned. But this…” He gestured between us, at the tangled blankets, at our naked bodies. “This continues, too. If you want.”

I turned in his arms to look at him. “I want.”

He kissed me again, deeper this time, a promise. Then he stood, gloriously naked in the new sun, and offered me his hand. “Come. We swim. Then I make coffee.”

We slipped into the cool, clear water, the salt biting at our skin as we washed the night away. We didn’t speak much. His hands had changed—possessive now, certain. A palm pressed flat to the small of my back while I climbed the ladder. His mouth found my shoulder when he handed me the towel, the rough cotton dragging over wet skin.

He made coffee in the galley wearing only his shorts, the waistband slung low on his hips. I sat at the table in the t-shirt he’d passed me without a word. It carried his scent—salt, sun-warmed cotton, and the darker trace of his body. We drank in the quiet, our legs tangled under the table, bare skin sliding against bare skin with every shift.

The line between captain and guest had vanished somewhere in the dark. What remained was simpler and far more dangerous. He still ran this boat. I still paid to be on it. But the space between us had become something else, something that had started under a sky full of stars on a boat in the middle of the sea.

After breakfast he moved through the preparations for sailing and I helped, this time without hesitation. He showed me how to raise the mainsail, his hands covering mine on the halyard. When the canvas filled and the boat surged forward, he pulled me back against his chest, his arms locked around me while we watched the bow cut the deep blue.

“Today, we sail into the caldera,” he said, his mouth close to my ear. “It is… dramatic.”

“I can’t wait.”

He turned me in his arms and kissed me, slow and lingering, the taste of coffee and sea on his tongue. “Neither can I,” he said against my lips.

He went to the helm. I walked forward to the netting, the sun warm on my skin, his shirt flapping loose around my thighs. The flat in London, the job I hated, the life I’d run from—none of it felt real anymore. Only the wind mattered now. The sun. The sting of salt on my lips. And him. That was enough. It was everything.

We sailed east, toward the myth and the cliff-ringed heart of the Cyclades. Toward whatever came next.


Chapter 2 — Hidden Cove

The caldera wasn’t merely dramatic. It was a geological shock.

Sheer, burnt-sienna cliffs rose like the walls of another world, whitewashed villages clinging to their crests like sugar-frosting on a colossal cake. The water below held a deep, impossible blue that seemed to swallow light and time. We motored slowly into the heart of it, the catamaran’s engine a low hum against the cathedral silence. Theo was quiet at the helm, his eyes scanning the water ahead, posture relaxed, commanding. I sat on the cockpit bench, his t-shirt still draped over me, and felt my own internal cliffs begin to crumble. The scale rendered my problems microscopic. It rendered me microscopic. For the first time in years, that felt like relief, not failure.

We didn’t stay. The main port swarmed with cruise ship tenders and day-tripper ferries—a circus of noise and motion. Theo glanced at it, then at me, and gave a slight, dismissive shake of his head.

“Too many people,” he said. “We have better places.”

He turned the boat, and we sailed south along the wilder, less populated coast. The wind picked up, snapping the sails taut, and he let me take the helm under his instruction—his hands over mine on the wheel, his chest solid against my back. The lesson stayed quiet, practical, his voice a low rumble in my ear about apparent wind and points of sail. But his proximity spoke its own language. Each time he leaned in to adjust a line or point something out, his body brushed mine, and a fresh, sharp current of want arced through me. A promise, one we hadn’t fully cashed after that single, coffee-flavored kiss at dawn.

A few hours later, he pointed to a notch in the coastline. “There.”

From the sea, it looked like nothing—a slight indentation in a long stretch of ochre cliff. As we sailed closer, the opening revealed itself: a narrow channel leading into a perfect, almost circular cove.

The water inside gleamed luminescent turquoise, so clear I could see the sandy bottom ten meters down, dotted with dark sea grass swaying in the current. The beach formed a tiny crescent of white pebbles, backed by steep, rosemary-scented slopes. No one there. No houses, no boats, no sound but the wind whistling in the cliffs and the gentle lap of water against stone.

“It’s magic,” I breathed.

Theo smiled, a real, unguarded smile that crinkled the skin around his eyes. “Yes.”

He anchored expertly in the center, the chain rattling out into the pristine depth. The boat swung gently, settling into her spot. The silence that followed was profound, broken only by the soft creak of the hulls and the distant cry of a gull circling high above.

“Swim?” he asked, already pulling his shirt over his head.

My breath caught. On deck, in the bright sun, his body mapped his life. Salt-tanned skin, lean muscle earned from hauling lines and wrestling sails, a smattering of dark hair across his chest that trailed down his stomach. A few old, silvery scars—a sailor’s souvenirs. He was beautiful in a way that was entirely functional, entirely real.

I stood, suddenly self-conscious in my borrowed shirt and plain, practical bikini underneath. “Yes.”

I peeled off the shirt, letting it fall to the deck. His eyes tracked the movement, a slow, warm appraisal that left a physical heat on my skin. He said nothing, just walked to the stern and dove in, a clean arc that barely disturbed the surface.

I followed, the water a shock of cool, brilliant clarity. I surfaced, pushing my hair back, and found him treading water a few feet away, watching me.

“Incredible,” I said, spinning slowly to take it all in—the towering cliffs, the jewel-bright water, the secret stillness.

“Come.” He began to swim toward the beach with easy, powerful strokes.

We swam to the shore and lay on the warm pebbles, letting the sun dry our skin. We didn’t talk much. The space between us on that little beach hummed with everything unsaid, everything undone. My skin prickled with awareness of his, even from two feet away—the heat radiating from his body, the salt-damp scent of his skin. The scent of sun-warmed rosemary and dry earth filled the air. I closed my eyes, listening to his breathing, to the gentle suck and pull of the water on the stones.

After a while, he sat up, brushing pebbles from his shoulders. “We should get back. The sun is strong.”

We swam back to the catamaran. The ladder at the stern was a simple metal affair, slick with seawater. He went up first, water sluicing off his body in rivulets, and turned to offer me a hand. I took it, his grip firm and sure. As I climbed, my foot slipped on a wet rung. I gasped, balance gone.

He caught me. Not just my hand—his arm hooked around my waist, and he pulled me up and against him in one smooth, powerful motion. My body slammed into his, wet skin on wet skin. I was flush against him, breasts pressed to his chest, thighs against his. I could feel everything—the solid wall of his abdomen, the rapid beat of his heart, the hard, undeniable length of his cock, already half-aroused, against my belly.

My own gasp caught in my throat. My hands flew to his shoulders for balance, fingers digging into the hard muscle there. We stood there on the stern deck, dripping onto the teak, locked together. His arm was an iron band around my lower back. His other hand came up, fingers sliding into my wet hair, cradling the back of my head. His eyes, dark as the deep water outside the cove, searched mine.

The moment stretched, thick and syrupy with potential. The sun beat down on us, baking the deck. A drop of seawater traced a path from his temple, along the line of his jaw, to his throat. I wanted to follow it with my tongue.

“Nadia.” My name came out rough, quiet.

It wasn’t a question. It was a statement. An acknowledgment of the current that had been pulling us since the first night. My lips parted.

I couldn’t speak. I just nodded, a tiny, desperate movement.

His mouth crashed down on mine.

This kiss was nothing like the slow, tender one from the morning. This was salt and hunger and the faint, metallic taste of the sea. Claiming.

His tongue swept into my mouth, and I met it with my own, a moan vibrating in my throat. My hands slid from his shoulders to tangle in his hair, pulling him closer. His hand in my hair tightened, angling my head to deepen the kiss. The other splayed low on my back, pressing me even tighter against the hard ridge of his erection.

I drowned in it. In him. The careful guard I’d kept up for years—the professional distance, the emotional armor—melted like wax in this Aegean sun. All that remained was want. Stark, simple, overwhelming.

He broke the kiss, his breathing ragged against my cheek. “Tell me,” he demanded, voice a gravelly whisper. “Tell me you want this.”

“I want it,” I panted, the words coming without thought, pure instinct.

“I want you.”

A low sound escaped him, part growl, part sigh. He bent and hooked an arm behind my knees, lifting me as if I weighed nothing. He carried me across the deck, through the open door of the saloon, and laid me down on the wide, cushioned bench that served as a sofa. The fabric was cool against my sun-warmed back.

He stood over me for a second, just looking. His gaze felt like a physical touch, roaming over my bikini-clad body, lingering on the peaks of my nipples straining against the damp fabric, on the triangle of cloth between my thighs. Then he knelt on the cushions, straddling my legs, and his hands went to the ties of my bikini top.

His fingers were calloused, deft. He undid the knot at my back, then the one behind my neck. He peeled the wet fabric away slowly, revealing my breasts to the cool, dim air of the cabin. His eyes darkened further. He cupped one breast, his thumb brushing over my nipple, and I arched into his touch, a sharp, sweet shock of pleasure zipping straight to my core.

“Beautiful,” he murmured, and then he lowered his head and took my nipple into his mouth.

I cried out, my hands flying back to grip the cushions. His mouth was hot, his tongue wicked and clever. He sucked and laved, his teeth grazing gently, while his other hand played with my other breast, pinching and rolling the nipple until it was a tight, aching peak.

Sensation overloaded me, a bright, white-hot circuit connecting my breasts to the throbbing heat between my legs. I was already wet, my bikini bottoms soaked through.

He moved to my other breast, giving it the same devoted attention, and I writhed beneath him, my hips lifting off the cushion, seeking friction.

He chuckled against my skin, the vibration making me shudder.

“Impatient,” he said, lifting his head. His lips were swollen, his eyes glazed with lust.

“You have no idea,” I managed, my voice a ragged thread.

He smiled that slow, captain’s smile. “I’m starting to.”

His hands went to my hips, his fingers slipping under the elastic of my bikini bottoms. He dragged them down my legs, tossing them aside. Then he just looked at me, sprawled naked and wanton before him. I should have felt exposed, vulnerable. But under his gaze, which held not just hunger but a deep, appreciative heat, I felt only seen. And desired.

“Open for me,” he said softly, his hands moving to my inner thighs.

I did, letting my knees fall apart. The cool cabin air kissed my exposed pussy, making me even more aware of the slick heat there.

He let out a shaky breath. “Fuck, Nadia.”

He leaned down, but not to kiss my mouth. He nudged my legs wider and lowered his head between my thighs. His first touch was his breath, warm against my soaked folds. I jerked. Then his tongue, broad and flat, licked a slow, devastating stripe from my entrance to my clit.

I bucked, a strangled cry tearing from my throat. He held my hips down with strong hands, his mouth latching onto me with a focused intensity that stole my breath. He explored me like he explored the sea—with confidence, with reverence, learning the shape of me, the textures. He circled my clit with the tip of his tongue, then sucked it gently into his mouth. His fingers parted my folds, then one slid inside me, deep and sure.

I came undone on his tongue. The coil of tension in my belly wound tighter with every lick, every suck, every curl of his finger inside me.

My hands fisted in his hair, holding him to me. The sounds I made were animal, raw.

“Theo… I’m… I’m going to…”

He groaned against me, the vibration pushing me over the edge. My climax crashed through me, a wave of pure, blinding pleasure that radiated out from my core, making my toes curl and my back arch off the bench. He rode it out with me, his mouth gentle now, lapping softly as I shuddered and gasped.

When the last tremor subsided, he lifted his head. His mouth glistened.

He looked utterly debauched and completely in control. He wiped the back of his hand across his lips, never breaking eye contact.

“Good,” he stated, as if he’d just completed a satisfying maneuver.

Before I could catch my breath, he was already on his feet, peeling his swim trunks down his thighs. His cock sprang free—fully erect, thick, curving upward like a promise. The sight of him, all sun-weathered muscle and blunt male beauty, pulled a low groan from my throat. My mouth flooded with want; my body, still trembling from the first release, clenched tight with fresh hunger.

He knelt between my legs again, his weight settling over me in a warm, possessive press. He braced on one forearm, his other hand guiding himself to my entrance. The broad head nudged against me, already slick with my arousal.

“Eyes on me,” he said, tipping my chin up with one knuckle.

I dragged my gaze from where our bodies were about to join, up the ridged plane of his stomach, the carved shelf of his chest, to his face. His eyes were dark, pupils blown, fixed on mine with a ferocity that stole the air from my lungs.

“This is happening.” The words were a low vow, sandpaper-rough. “You and me. Here. Now.”

“Yes.”

He pushed inside.

The stretch was exquisite—a slow, burning fullness that made me gasp. My nails bit into the hard curve of his biceps. He sank deeper, inch by deliberate inch, until he was fully sheathed, his hips flush against mine. We held there, joined, motionless. I could feel the throb of him inside me, the hot slide of skin on skin, the frantic drumbeat of his heart against my breastbone.

“Okay?” he asked, voice strained with the effort of holding still.

“More than okay.” I wrapped my legs around his waist, locking my ankles at the small of his back. “Don’t stop.”

He didn’t.

He began to move: a slow, deep, rolling rhythm that drove the breath from my lungs. He set a pace that was relentless, thorough, each stroke striking a place deep inside that made my vision blur at the edges. He kissed me again, deep and drugging, swallowing my moans. The cabin filled with the sounds of us—skin slapping skin, ragged breaths, the soft creak of the boat beneath us, the raw, pleasured cries I couldn’t contain.

He shifted his angle, just slightly, and the next thrust dragged directly over my clit. A sharp, bright crest of pleasure broke, and I cried out, my inner muscles clamping down on him.

“There,” he gritted out, his rhythm faltering for a second. “You feel that?”

“Yes.” The word was a sob.

He did it again, and again, each thrust now a targeted assault on my senses. The tension coiled again, tighter, hotter, deeper than before. My second orgasm gathered fast—a pressure behind my eyes, a tremor in my thighs, a gathering storm.

“I’m close… Theo, I’m so close…”

“Come for me.” His voice was a growl, his thrusts turning harder, faster, shedding their measured control. “Let go.”

His command was the last thread snapping. The world dissolved into shards of bright, pulsing light. My orgasm tore through me, violent and sweet, my body convulsing around his. The clench of my own climax was what undid him—a raw shout tore loose from his throat as he sank into me one final time and stilled, hips flush against mine, release pulsing through him in hot, uneven waves.

He folded over me by degrees, chest heaving, his weight pressing me into the cushions like something he’d been holding back for a week and could finally set down. Our hearts hammered against each other, a frantic, slowing drumbeat. The only sounds were our ragged breaths and the gentle, persistent lap of water against the hull.

After a long moment, he shifted his weight to the side, pulling me with him until we lay tangled on the wide bench, his cock still softening inside me. He brushed damp hair from my forehead and kissed my temple.

The world outside—the hidden cove, the turquoise water, the endless sky—still existed. But in here, in this dim cabin that smelled of salt and sex and us, a new world had just been born. I floated in it, unmoored, claimed.

He was about to speak when the VHF radio crackled to life on the console above us, a burst of static slicing through the quiet.

A man’s voice, rapid Greek. Theo tensed against me, then sighed, a soft, frustrated sound against my hair. He carefully disentangled himself, slipping from my body, and stood. The loss of his heat was immediate; the cool cabin air raised goosebumps on my damp skin.

He walked to the console, naked and utterly unconcerned, and picked up the handset. He replied in Greek, his voice shifting into a tone of casual professionalism. I lay on the bench, my body humming, my mind a quiet, sated blank. I watched the play of muscle in his back as he spoke, the way he ran a hand through his tousled hair. The moment was broken, but the air inside the boat felt permanently changed.

He finished the conversation and hung up the handset. Turning, he leaned back against the console, his eyes finding me in the dim light. A slow smile spread across his face. “My friend, Kostas. On a fishing boat nearby. He saw us anchor. Wanted to know if we wanted fresh fish for dinner.”

I propped myself up on my elbows. “That’s… thoughtful.”

Theo’s smile turned into a grin. “He heard your voice on the radio days ago when we checked in. He is curious.”

A flush heated my cheeks. “Oh.”

He pushed off the console and came back to me, kneeling beside the bench. He brushed his knuckles along my jawline. “Do not be embarrassed. This is Greece. Life is for living.” He leaned in and kissed me, a soft, lingering kiss that tasted of me and him and sea salt. “But I told him we have other plans.”

The certainty in his voice, the assumption that our plans were now shared, sent a fresh, sharp thrill straight through my core. He stood and offered me his hand. “Come. We should clean up. And then we should eat. You will be hungry.”

He was right. I was ravenous. The physical exertion, the emotional unmooring—it had scraped me hollow in the best way. I took his hand and let him pull me up. My legs wobbled. He steadied me, his hands firm on my hips.

We showered together in the small head, a practical, water-conscious affair that became another act of intimacy. He soaped my back, his hands sliding over my skin with a new, deliberate possessiveness. I washed the salt from his hair, my fingers tracing the pale scars on his shoulder. There was no urgency now, only a quiet, mutual exploration. We toweled each other off, and the simple act felt as erotic as what had come before.

He pulled on a pair of linen trousers and went to the galley. I dressed in a clean sundress, the fabric whispering against my sensitized skin. I joined him, leaning against the counter as he moved with economical grace: chopping tomatoes and cucumber, drizzling olive oil over thick slabs of feta, tearing fresh oregano between his fingers. He opened a bottle of crisp white wine and poured two glasses.

We ate in the cockpit as the sun dipped toward the cliffs, turning the cove water to molten gold. The salad was sharp with oregano, rich with oil. The bread was crusty, tearing with a sound like sailcloth. The wine was cold enough to ache the teeth. We didn’t speak much, but the silence was no longer charged with unsaid things. It was satiated. Comfortable. Our bare feet tangled under the table.

“This place,” I said finally, gesturing with my wine glass toward the encircling cliffs. “How did you find it?”

He followed my gaze. “My father showed me. When I was a boy. We sailed these islands in a much smaller boat. He knew all the secrets.” He took a sip of wine. “Not many people come here. The entrance is tricky. You have to know it.”

“A secret,” I said softly.

He looked at me, his eyes holding the last of the sun’s light. “Yes.”

As dusk settled, he lit a lantern in the cockpit. The night was warm, the sky a deep velvet blue pricked with the first, bold stars. Crickets sang from the cliffs. I curled on the bench, my head resting against his shoulder, his arm around me.

“Tell me about London,” he said after a long while, his voice a rumble in his chest.

I stiffened slightly. I didn’t want to bring that grey world here. “There’s nothing to tell.”

His hand stroked my arm. “There must be something. You ran from it.”

I took a deep breath, the scent of him and the sea filling my lungs. “I didn’t run. I… booked a holiday.”

He chuckled. “You booked a charter for six people. You came alone. That is not a holiday. That is an escape.”

He saw too much. “It was a job. A good one, by most standards. Management. A team. A salary.” The words tasted like dust. “I spent my days in meetings about meetings. Making slides about metrics that meant nothing. I stopped remembering what I was building, or why. I just… emptied out.”

He was silent, listening. Not judging.

“One day, I looked at my calendar for the next quarter,” I continued, the truth spilling out in the safe, dark cocoon of the cove. “And I realized I felt nothing. No dread, no excitement. Nothing. It was like I’d died, but my body kept showing up to sit in a glass tower and move numbers around a screen.” I looked up at him. “That scared me more than anything.”

He nodded slowly. “So you came to the sea.”

“I came to be somewhere that wasn’t there. To remember what feeling anything was like.” I paused. “Even if it was just feeling sunburned.”

His arm tightened around me. “And now? What do you feel now?”

I turned in his arms to face him. In the lantern light, his features were all shadows and planes, his eyes like wells of night. “Everything,” I whispered. “It’s a current. It’s pulling me under.”

He cupped my face. “Good. The sea does not do half-measures. Neither do I.”

He kissed me then—a kiss that was slower than the desperate one on the deck, deeper than the tender one at dawn. It was a kiss of acknowledgment, of shared understanding. When it broke, he rested his forehead against mine.

“Stay up here with me tonight,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

We made a nest of cushions and a blanket on the cockpit bench. We lay together under the sprawl of the Milky Way, his body curled around mine, my back to his chest. His hand rested on my stomach, his thumb making slow, absent circles on my skin. The boat rocked gently. The water whispered against the hull. I had never felt so anchored, so utterly known.

“Theo?” I whispered into the night.

“Hmm?”

“Thank you. For today. For this place.”

His lips brushed my shoulder. “You do not need to thank me. You gave me a secret, too.”

“What?”

“You.” The word was a soft breath against my skin. “You let me see you.”

My throat tightened. I said nothing, just pressed back into him, and soon, lulled by his breathing and the heartbeat of the sea, I fell asleep.

I woke in the deep indigo before dawn, curled against his warmth. He was already awake, his eyes open, watching the sky. I shifted, and he looked down at me.

“The wind is changing,” he said quietly. “A meltemi is coming. In a day or two. We should move to a more protected anchorage before it hits.”

A storm. The idea sent a strange, thrilling chill through me. To be stuck with him, here, while the world blew itself to pieces outside. “Where will we go?”

“There is a bay on the south side of Paros. Good holding. A village nearby, but far enough.” He brushed my hair from my face. “We will sail after breakfast.”

The thought of leaving this perfect, hidden circle of water saddened me. “I’ll miss this place.”

“We will come back,” he said, with such simple conviction that I believed him instantly. “But now, it is almost dawn. The best light.”

We lay there as the sky lightened from indigo to lavender, then to a soft rose gold. The stars faded one by one, winking out. The world hushed, breath caught. Then, the very tip of the sun breached the cliff top, a sliver of blinding fire. It painted a path of molten gold across the still water of the cove, straight to our boat. The air tasted of salt and coming warmth.

Theo sat up, pulling me with him. We watched, wrapped in the blanket, as the sun fully emerged, flooding the cove with light and warmth, banishing the last shadows from the corners of the world. The light washed over us, a benediction. A beginning.

He turned to me, his face gilded in the new light. He didn’t kiss me. He just looked at me, his gaze as clear and penetrating as the dawn light itself. I saw in his eyes the same awe that tightened my chest, and something else: a fierce, quiet joy.

“Go,” he said, his voice rough with sleep and something more. “Swim in that light. It is… a different thing.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. I slipped out from the blanket, the cool morning air raising goosebumps on my skin. I walked to the stern, naked, the deck planks cool underfoot, and dove into the golden path.

The water was cooler than the day before, a shocking, glorious embrace. I swam, feeling the sun warm my shoulders, the water caress every inch of my body. Life sang in my veins, sharp and bright. When I surfaced, he was standing at the stern rail, watching me, a towel in his hands.

I swam back and climbed the ladder. He wrapped the towel around me, pulling me into a hug that was more about warmth than passion. I buried my face in his chest, breathing him in—salt, sleep, and sun-warmed skin.

“Today,” he said into my damp hair, “we sail to Paros. A few hours. We will anchor early. There is a taverna on the shore. We will eat grilled octopus and drink ouzo.”

It sounded like a perfect day. A continuation. “And tonight?”

He leaned back, a slow, knowing smile spreading across his face. His hands slid under the towel, settling on my bare hips. “Tonight, the meltemi will not be here yet. The sea will be calm. The sky will be clear.” His thumbs stroked the crests of my hip bones, a slow, circling pressure. “You will want to swim again, under the stars.”

A shiver rippled through me, born not of cool air but of memory. I remembered his command from the day before, the way he had looked at me when he told me to come for him. My body, sore and satisfied, tightened with fresh anticipation.

“I might,” I said, matching his tone.

He laughed, a rich, warm sound that echoed softly in the cove, bouncing off the cliff walls. He kissed me once, hard and promising, then released me. “Then I will be waiting. Now, help me with the anchor.”

The morning passed in a sun-drenched haze of simple, shared tasks: coiling ropes, securing hatches. We raised the anchor, the chain clattering up from the luminous deep, dripping with cold, clear water. We hoisted the mainsail together, his hands guiding mine over the rough canvas. The wind caught the sail with a satisfying snap, and the boat leaned, eager to be off. We left the hidden cove behind, sailing out through the narrow channel into the open sea.

I took the helm for a while, feeling the power of the boat transmitted through the wheel, a subtle vibration in my palms. He moved around the deck, checking lines, adjusting the sails, his movements fluid and sure. Every time he passed me, he would touch me—a hand on my lower back, a kiss on my shoulder, a finger hooked briefly in the belt loop of my shorts. Each touch seared through the fabric, a brand marking the new territory we now inhabited.

We reached the bay on Paros by mid-afternoon. It was larger than the cove, a wide sweep of protected water with a scattering of other boats at anchor. A whitewashed village spilled down a hillside to a small dock. It was picturesque, with brightly painted fishing boats bobbing near the dock, but it lacked the raw magic of our secret spot. It felt like a waystation, a pause between breaths.

We anchored, and he launched the dinghy. “The taverna,” he said, nodding toward shore. “Are you hungry?”

I was. We motored the short distance to the dock and tied up. The taverna was a simple, open-air place right on the water, its tables shaded by a massive vine. We ate the grilled octopus he’d promised, its tentacles charred and tender, and drank tiny glasses of ouzo that tasted of anise and sunshine, burning a pleasant path down my throat. He talked more than he had before, telling me stories of growing up on these islands, of storms he’d weathered, of ridiculous charter guests from years past. I laughed until my stomach hurt.

But beneath the laughter and stories, an undercurrent hummed, low and persistent. His foot would find mine under the table. His eyes would drop to my mouth when I took a sip of wine. The casual brush of his fingers against my wrist would send a jolt straight through me. We were playing a game, each glance, each touch another layer of tension woven between us.

We returned to the catamaran as the sun was setting in a blaze of orange and purple. The water turned to liquid copper, then to bruised purple. The other boats in the bay had their anchor lights on, tiny stars in the gathering dusk. Ours was a dark silhouette against the fiery sky.

He went below to check the weather report on the laptop. I stayed in the cockpit, watching the last of the light fade. The air was still, but there was a new tension in it, a faint, metallic smell on the breeze. The coming storm, whispering its approach.

He emerged, his face serious. “The meltemi. It will be here tomorrow evening. Strong winds. We are safe here. We will stay for two days, maybe three, until it passes.”

Two or three days. Alone on this boat with him, while the world outside raged. The thought sent a thrill through me, sharp as lightning, followed by a chill of terror. “Okay.”

He came and stood behind me, his hands settling on my shoulders. He began to massage the tension from my muscles, his strong fingers kneading the knots from my muscles. My head dropped forward. “You are worried,” he stated.

“Not worried,” I murmured. “Just… thinking.”

“Do not think,” he said softly, his lips brushing the shell of my ear. “Just feel.”

His hands slid down my arms, then around my waist, pulling me back against him. I could feel his erection, already hard, pressing against my lower back. The game ended there. The tension between us snapped taut, a wire pulled to breaking.

“Swim with me,” I heard myself say, the words barely a whisper.

He stilled. “Now?”

“Under the stars. Like you said.”

He was silent for a long moment. Then, his voice was a dark promise. “Yes.”

We undressed each other there in the cockpit, under the first emerging stars. It was slower than the day before, more deliberate. He peeled my sundress from my shoulders, letting it pool at my feet like discarded sunlight. I unbuttoned his shirt, my fingers trembling slightly on each button. When we were both naked, he took my hand and led me to the stern.

The water was a black mirror, reflecting the pinpricks of light above. It looked infinite, cold enough to steal breath. He dove in first, a clean, silent slice into the darkness. I followed, the water a shock that stole my breath. I surfaced, gasping, and he was there, treading water beside me.

We swam away from the boat, out into the open bay. The water was calm, silky against my skin. We floated on our backs, looking up at the impossible sprawl of the Milky Way. The world was reduced to this: water, sky, and the two of us, suspended between them.

After a while, he moved closer. His hand found mine under the water, our fingers lacing together. We turned to face each other, treading water, our legs brushing beneath the surface.

“Nadia,” he said, his voice echoing softly over the water.

“Yes?”

He didn’t answer with words. He closed the distance between us and kissed me. It was a kiss that tasted of salt and anise and night. His free hand came up to cup the back of my head, holding me to him as our bodies drifted together, buoyant and weightless. His hard cock nudged against my stomach.

“I want you,” he said against my lips, the confession raw in the vast quiet. “Here. Now.”

The audacity of it, the sheer, terrifying freedom, ignited my blood. “Yes,” I breathed.

He kissed me again, deeply, then released me. “The boat. Go.”

We swam back, our strokes hurried now. He reached the ladder first and climbed up, turning immediately to haul me out of the water. My skin met the warm night air, and I shivered. He didn’t give me time to think, to hesitate. He picked me up, my body slick against his, and carried me to the foredeck, to the wide, padded trampoline netting stretched between the hulls.

He laid me down on the cool, taut mesh. The stars wheeled above us, a dizzying canopy. He knelt over me, his body a dark cut-out against the starfield. His hands slid up my thighs, parting them. His head dipped, and his mouth found my breast, his tongue circling my nipple before drawing it deep into the heat of his mouth. I cried out, the sound swallowed by the immensity of the night.

He worshipped my body there under the open sky, with a thorough, patient intensity that felt like devotion. His mouth traveled down my stomach, his teeth grazing my hip bones, his hands mapping every curve. When he finally settled between my legs, his breath hot on my inner thighs, I was trembling, my back arching off the netting.

“Please,” I whimpered, a word I’d never thought I’d say, one that felt ripped from a primal place inside me.

His answer was the flat, slow stroke of his tongue through my soaked folds. I gasped, my hands flying down to clutch at his hair. He held my thighs open and feasted on me, his tongue and lips and gentle teeth orchestrating waves of sensation that built and crested until I was sobbing, my hips lifting off the mesh, chasing his mouth.

He brought me to the edge once, then backed off, letting me fall back into a throbbing, desperate need. Then he did it again. I was mindless, a creature of pure sensation under the stars. On the third ascent, when I was babbling his name, he pushed two fingers deep inside me and sucked my clit hard into his mouth.

I came with a force that blinded me, that tore a scream from my throat that echoed across the dark bay. My body convulsed, sea and sky and pleasure merging into one white-hot fusion of sensation.

Before the last tremor had even faded, he was moving up my body, his weight settling over me. His cock, thick and urgent, nudged at my entrance. His eyes were black in the starlight, locked on mine.

“Stay with me,” he said again, guttural, his thumb pressing my jaw gently toward his face. “I want your eyes.”

I forced my eyes open, my vision still blurry with tears of release.

He pushed inside in one deep, relentless stroke, seating himself to the hilt. The fullness was overwhelming, a perfect, stretching ache. He didn’t move for a long moment, letting me feel every inch of him, letting my inner muscles flutter and clench around him.

Then he began to move. His thrusts were deep and slow at first, a rhythm as old as the sea. The netting beneath us moved with us, a gentle, rocking cradle. The only sounds were our ragged breathing, the soft slap of skin, and the quiet lap of water against the hulls.

But the slow pace didn’t last. Hunger seized him, and his thrusts hardened, quickened, driving me back against the mesh. He hooked his arms under my knees, spreading me wider, changing the angle. Each plunge struck a spot so deep that light burst behind my eyelids—bright, electric flashes that dissolved into the dark. I clung to him, my nails scoring his back, my legs locked around his waist, holding him deep.

“Again,” he growled, his face a mask of fierce concentration. “Come for me again.”

His growled command, his relentless rhythm, the raw untamed setting—it overwhelmed me. A second climax, sharper than the first, erupted through me, shredding the last vestiges of my control. I screamed, my body bowing up against his, my inner walls clamping down on him in violent, pulsing waves.

It triggered his own release. A rough shout ripped out of him, swallowed by the size of the night around us, as he stilled deep inside me and let go, his whole body shuddering through it. He gathered me in against his chest instead of collapsing, both of us trembling, wrung out under a sky that hadn’t stopped turning.

We lay there for a long time, a tangled knot of limbs on the trampoline, our sweat cooling to a salty film in the night air. The stars wheeled slowly overhead. Distantly, I heard the murmur of voices from another boat, the clink of glasses. The ordinary murmur of another life. But we were not in that night. We inhabited a different one, a private sphere of warmth and spent breath.

Eventually, he rolled onto his side, drawing me with him until I lay half across him, my head pillowed on his chest. His heart drummed a strong, steady rhythm against my ear.

“The storm,” I murmured, my throat raw. “Tomorrow.”

His hand swept over my hair. “Yes.”

“We’ll be stuck here.”

“Yes.”

I lifted my head to study his face in the dim light. Serenity had settled over his features. “Good,” I said.

A smile spread across his face—slow, tired, triumphant. He pulled the edge of a nearby towel over us. “Sleep, kardiá mou,” he said, a Greek endearment I didn’t know but whose meaning I felt in my marrow. “The storm can wait.”

I closed my eyes, lulled by the gentle rock of the boat, the solid warmth of him beneath me, the vast, star-dusted sky above. The world outside was marshaling its fury. But here, in the eye of the coming tempest, I had never felt more calm, or more alive.


Chapter 3 — Meltemi

The storm arrived just past dawn.

It announced itself not with a sudden gale, but with a change in the air—a metallic taste, a heaviness that pressed on my eardrums. The gentle rocking of the boat grew more pronounced, a deeper, slower roll that sent the fenders groaning against the hull. I woke not to Theo’s touch, but to the absence of it. The trampoline was cool and empty beside me, the towel pulled up to my chin.

I sat up. The sky to the north was a bruised purple-grey, a solid wall of cloud swallowing the horizon. The water in the cove, so placid last night, was now a choppy, ink-dark slate. Theo stood on the flybridge, shirtless, one hand on the wheel, the other holding a pair of binoculars. He studied the cloud bank, his posture taut with concentration.

I found my discarded sundress and pulled it on over my nakedness, the fabric cool and stiff with dried salt. The memory of last night lived on my skin—a pleasant ache between my legs, the ghost of his hands on my hips. But the present was asserting itself with a vengeance.

I climbed the steps to the flybridge. The wind snatched at my hair, tangling it instantly. “That looks unfriendly.”

He lowered the binoculars. “Meltemi,” he said, his voice flat. “A proper one. It will be here in an hour. We are staying put.”

“For how long?”

“Two days. Maybe three.” He finally looked at me. His gaze was different this morning—still calm, still steady, but it held a new, proprietary warmth. A knowledge. He reached out and tucked a wild strand of hair behind my ear, his fingers brushing my cheek. “Good morning.”

His touch lit a fuse under my skin, heat unspooling through my veins, cutting through the chill of the approaching weather. “Good morning.”

“Hungry?”

“I could eat.”

“Go down. I will secure everything topside and join you.”

Down in the galley, the world felt smaller, safer. I made coffee, the rich smell battling the scent of damp rope and impending rain. I heard him moving above, the clatter of winches being locked, the snap of a canvas cover being secured. By the time he descended, two mugs in hand, the first fat raindrops were beginning to spatter the saloon windows.

He’d pulled on a faded grey t-shirt. We sat at the small dinette, knees almost touching under the table, and ate yogurt with honey and walnuts in a silence that was strangely comfortable. The storm outside was a gathering roar; in here, with him, was a pocket of quiet.

“What do we do,” I asked, “for two days stuck in a cove?”

He leaned back, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “We wait. We read. We talk.” His foot nudged mine under the table. “We remember last night.”

The coffee burned a track down my throat. I looked down at my mug. “I remember.”

The wind began to howl in earnest then, a deep-throated moan through the rigging. The boat pitched more sharply, and I grabbed the edge of the table. Theo didn’t flinch. He just watched me, his expression unreadable.

“It’s safe,” he said, answering my unspoken fear. “The anchor is good.

The cove is deep and sheltered from this wind direction. We will bounce, but we will hold.”

As if to test his words, a violent gust heeled the catamaran over, sending a glass sliding across the counter to shatter on the floor. I jumped. Theo was up in an instant, not toward the glass, but toward me.

He pulled me up from the bench and into his arms.

“It’s just noise,” he murmured into my hair, his hands firm on my back.

“It’s just wind.”

Pressed against him, the fear receded, replaced by a different kind of intensity. The boat was a tiny, trembling world. He was its fixed point.

My heart hammered against my ribs, not from panic, but from the solid plane of his chest against mine, the remembered pressure of his mouth, the way his hands slid lower, palming the curve of my ass through the thin dress.

He pulled back just enough to look at me. Rain lashed the windows, turning the world outside into a blur of grey and green. “Tell me what you want, Nadia.”

His voice was low, a rumble I felt in my bones. This was the consent, woven into the heat. Not a checkbox, but a demand that ignited me.

“I want you to make me forget the storm,” I said, the words tumbling out before I could catch them.

A slow, dark smile spread across his face. He bent his head and captured my mouth in a kiss that was nothing like the exploratory kisses of last night. This was claiming. Hungry. His tongue swept in, tasting of coffee and salt and unchecked want. My hands fisted in his shirt.

He broke the kiss, his breath ragged. “Then come.”

He didn’t lead me to the cabins. Instead, he guided me to the spacious saloon seating—a wide, deep-cushioned L-shaped sofa that was now a cave of shadow in the storm-darkened light. He pushed me back onto it, the cushions swallowing me. He stood over me for a moment, a silhouette against the frantic windows, and pulled his shirt over his head.

My breath caught. In the gloom, his torso was all taut muscle and salt-tanned skin. He unbuckled his shorts, let them fall, and kicked them aside. His cock was already hard, thick and curving upward. The sight of him, fully naked and intent, burned away every other thought.

He knelt on the cushions between my legs, pushing my dress up around my waist. He didn’t remove it. He just exposed me. The cool air of the saloon kissed my skin, raising goosebumps, a stark contrast to the heat he radiated.

“Look at you,” he said, his voice gravel-rough. He ran his thumbs along the insides of my thighs, spreading me open. “So wet already. For me.”

I was. The slickness was undeniable, the ache a deep, insistent pulse.

He leaned down and didn’t kiss my mouth. He went lower.

The first touch of his tongue on my clit was a live wire. I cried out, my back arching off the cushions. He didn’t tease. He licked a long, slow stripe through my folds, then circled my entrance, his tongue firm and knowing. He was reading me like he read the sea, finding the currents, the hidden depths.

“Theo—” His name was a gasp, lost in the howl of the wind.

He answered by sliding two fingers inside me, crooking them, finding a spot that made stars burst behind my eyelids. His mouth stayed on my clit, sucking gently, then harder, his tongue flicking in time with the thrust of his fingers. The sensations built, a pressure coiling low in my belly. The storm was inside me now, a gathering fury, and he was stoking it.

“Come for me,” he growled against my pussy, the vibration pushing me to the edge. “Let me hear you.”

The command broke me. Pleasure erupted, a white-hot surge that radiated from my core to the tips of my fingers and toes. I came with a raw, ragged cry, my hips bucking against his face, my hands tangling in his hair to hold him there as he lapped up every shuddering pulse.

When I finally collapsed, limp and gasping, he moved up my body. He kissed my stomach, the valley between my breasts, my throat. His cock, hot and heavy, pressed against my thigh.

“Look at me,” he said.

I forced my eyes open. His face was flushed, his lips glistening with me. The calm captain was gone. In his place was a man strung taut with need.

“I need to be inside you,” he said, the words not a request, but a stark, shared truth.

“Yes.” It was the only word left in me.

He reached for a cushion, shoved it under my hips, tilting me up. He guided himself to my entrance, the broad head of his cock nudging against my swollen flesh. He pushed in, and the feeling was so profound, so overwhelming after the intensity of my climax, that I sobbed.

He stilled, buried to the hilt. “Okay?”

“Don’t stop,” I begged. “Please.”

He began to move. It was a different rhythm from last night—deeper, slower, more deliberate. Each withdrawal was almost complete, each thrust a full, deliberate reclaiming. The sound of our bodies joining was wet and obscene, a counterpoint to the drumming rain. He braced one hand on the sofa back above my head, the other gripping my hip, his fingers digging in.

I was still hypersensitive, every stroke sending new sparks through my spent nerves. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him closer, taking him deeper. My nails scored his back.

His control began to unravel. His breaths came in harsh pants against my neck. His thrusts grew faster, harder, losing their measured cadence.

The boat pitched violently, and he drove into me with a force that knocked the air from my lungs, anchoring us both to this spot, to this act.

“Touch yourself,” he commanded, his voice guttural. “Let me see you come again.”

My hand slid between us, my fingers finding my clit, swollen and throbbing. The added stimulation was a jagged bolt of pleasure. The pressure wound tight again, impossibly fast.

“I’m—Theo, I’m—”

“Now,” he snarled.

My second climax seized me, a deeper, more convulsive wave. My pussy clamped around his cock, milking him, and that was all it took. With a shout that was swallowed by a peal of thunder, he thrust home one final, grinding time and went rigid. I felt the hot pulse of his release inside me, the intimate flood, and held him as he shuddered through it.

He collapsed on top of me, his weight a crushing comfort. We lay like that for long minutes, our sweat mingling, our hearts hammering a frantic rhythm against each other. The storm raged, shaking the boat, but we were the still, spent center of it.

Eventually, he rolled to the side, taking me with him so I lay draped across his chest. He traced idle patterns on my bare back.

“You forgot the storm?” he asked, his voice a rumble beneath my ear.

A weak laugh escaped me. “What storm?”

He chuckled, the sound vibrating through me. We lay in silence, listening to the elements scream. The air was thick with the scent of sex and salt and damp.

His hand stilled on my back. “Nadia.”

“Hmm?”

“Talk to me.”

It wasn’t a sexual command. It was quieter, more dangerous. An invitation to the vulnerability that came after the physical was spent.

I lifted my head to look at him. His eyes were dark and intent in the dim light, waiting.

“About what?” I hedged.

“About why a woman like you books a solo charter to disappear.”

The question hung in the air between us, more intimate than anything our bodies had just done. The storm outside seemed to pause.

I looked away, my gaze finding the rivulets of rain streaking the window. The question pierced the post-coital haze. “A woman like me?”

“Intelligent. Beautiful. Successful.” His thumb stroked a circle on my spine. “Running.”

I let out a breath I’d been holding since he asked. The confession, when it came, felt dredged from a place long sealed shut. “I was a product manager for a fintech startup. Eight years. I helped build a system that essentially tricks people into spending more money they don’t have on things they don’t need. It’s clever. It’s lucrative. It’s…” I searched for the word. “Soul-crushing.”

He didn’t speak, just listened. The silence was a permission slip.

“I woke up one Tuesday morning,” I continued, my voice flat, “and I couldn’t move. Not paralyzed. Just… empty. The thought of another stand-up meeting, another sprint review, another pivot to maximize shareholder value… it felt like chewing glass. I handed in my notice that afternoon. My boss thought I had a better offer. My friends thought I was having a breakdown.” I finally looked back at him. “Maybe I was.”

“And the charter?”

“A panic buy. A last-ditch attempt to… feel something. Anything that wasn’t fluorescent lights and existential dread. I saw the photo of this boat, the blue water, and I clicked ‘book’ before I could think. The other guests cancelling…” I shrugged, a small movement against his chest. “At first it felt like a cosmic joke. Now it feels like…”

“Like what?”

I met his eyes. “Like the only thing that’s made sense in a year.”

He absorbed that, his expression unreadable. Then he nodded, once. “The sea is good for that. It strips away the nonsense. You can’t lie out here. Not to the wind. Not to the water.” He paused. “Not to yourself.”

Another gust shook the boat, a reminder of the world outside our bubble. “What about you?” I asked. “Why do you do this? Skipper strangers around the islands?”

A slow smile touched his lips. “It is not always strangers. And it is not always just the islands.” He shifted, settling me more comfortably against him. “My father was a fisherman. My grandfather. The sea is my family business. But fishing… it is a hard life. I wanted the sea on my terms. This,” he gestured vaguely around the saloon, “is my compromise. Freedom, but with a generator and a hot shower.”

“And no fish scales,” I added.

He chuckled. “And no fish scales.” His smile faded. “It lets me be alone when I need to be. And,” his hand resumed its stroking, “it lets me not be alone when I don’t want to be.”

The simplicity of his life struck me with a physical force. My own in London was a snarled knot of obligations, ambitions, and anxieties. His was a single, clean line drawn toward the horizon: the wind, the boat, the choice of solitude or company.

My stomach growled, a loud, prosaic sound in the intimate quiet.

Theo laughed, a genuine, warm sound. “We have talked enough for now. The storm is not leaving. And neither are we.” He shifted, gently disentangling us. “I will make lunch.”

He stood, gloriously naked, and padded to the galley without a hint of self-consciousness. I watched the shift of muscle across his back and legs, the loose, confident way he moved. He tugged on a pair of shorts and began pulling things from the fridge.

I sat up, pulling my dress down. The fabric was rumpled, damp in places from sweat and rain. I felt rumpled too—thoroughly fucked, emotionally exposed, and suddenly ravenous. I joined him, leaning against the counter as he sliced tomatoes and feta cheese, drizzled them with oil and oregano.

We ate at the dinette again, this time with a blanket wrapped around my shoulders. The storm settled into a steady, punishing rhythm. The boat rocked and groaned, but Theo’s prediction held true—we were safe, if uncomfortably tossed.

The afternoon passed in a strange, suspended state. We read—me a novel I’d brought and never opened, him a well-thumbed book on celestial navigation. We played cards. He taught me a complicated Greek game involving slapping the table and shouting, which collapsed into helpless, gasping laughter when I accused him of cheating.

The tension between us never dissipated. It simmered beneath every glance, every accidental brush of hands. It lived in the way his eyes tracked my mouth when I laughed, a look of pure, undiluted hunger. It flashed through my own nerves whenever he moved within reach.

As dusk began to seep into the storm-grey light, the wind dropped slightly, the rain softening from a lashing to a steady pour. The oppressive pressure in the air eased.

“It is passing,” Theo said, standing at the saloon doors. “The worst is over. It will be rough through the night, but by tomorrow afternoon, it will be a memory.”

I came to stand beside him, looking out at the shrouded cove. “And then we sail to Santorini?”

“And then we sail to Santorini.” He looked down at me. “There is a villa there. Private. On the cliff edge. It belongs to a friend. He lets me use it sometimes.”

A clifftop villa. The promise slipped into a hidden chamber inside me and turned the lock. “Sounds expensive.”

“It is.” He shrugged. “But the view is included.”

I turned to face him. The air between us thickened, charged. “What’s the view?”

He didn’t smile. His eyes dropped to my mouth. “You. In a pool that looks like it spills into the caldera. You, in a bed with nothing but the sky and the sea around you.” His voice was low, a vow. “That is the view I am thinking of.”

A hot, heavy ache bloomed low in my abdomen. The storm had stripped us raw, forced a confession. Now, in its lingering aftermath, the desire felt different—less like an escape, more like a destination. It was about him.

I reached for him, my fingers curling into the fabric of his shorts at his hip. “We have tonight first.”

He caught my wrist, his grip firm but not tight. “Yes.” He studied my face. “But not here. Not on this sofa like a quick escape.” He released my wrist and instead cupped my cheek. “Tonight, I take you to my bed. And I take my time.”

A shudder of pure anticipation ran through me. I nodded, unable to speak.

He made a simple dinner—pasta with garlic, lemon, and the last of the fresh prawns. We ate slowly, the conversation drifting to easier things—the myths of the islands, the stupidest guests he’d ever had (a man who tried to fish with a bag of crisps), my most embarrassing childhood moment involving a school play and a faulty trapdoor.

The quiet domesticity of it unsettled me more than the sex had.

After we cleaned up, he took my hand. “Come.”

He led me down the narrow hallway to the master cabin at the stern. It was his space—neat, spartan, smelling of him—soap, salt, sun. A large bed was bolted to the floor, fitted with lee cloths to keep the occupant from rolling in rough seas. The porthole showed only the black, wet night.

He lit a single, battery-powered lantern, casting the room in a soft, golden glow. Then he turned to me.

“Stand there,” he said, his voice quiet.

I stood just inside the door, my heart beginning to pound.

He approached slowly, like a man approaching a skittish animal. He stopped in front of me. “Last night was about hunger,” he said, his fingers coming up to trace the line of my jaw. “Tonight is about taste.”

He bent and kissed me, a slow, deep, exploring kiss that had no urgency, only intent. His hands came up to cradle my face, his thumbs stroking my cheekbones. When he pulled back, my lips felt swollen, sensitized.

“Arms up,” he murmured.

I obeyed, lifting my arms. He gathered the hem of my sundress and peeled it slowly up and over my head, dropping it to the floor. I stood before him in only my plain cotton panties. He didn’t remove them immediately. His gaze traveled over me—my breasts, my stomach, the curve of my hips—with a focused, appreciative heat that raised gooseflesh across my skin.

He knelt. He hooked his thumbs into the waistband of my panties and drew them down my legs, helping me step out of them. Then he was on his knees before my nakedness, his hands sliding up the backs of my calves to my thighs.

“So beautiful,” he said, his voice thick. He leaned forward and pressed a soft, open-mouthed kiss to my lower belly.

I gasped, my hands finding his shoulders for balance.

He continued his exploration with his mouth, kissing a trail down, nuzzling into the thatch of curls, breathing me in. Then he shifted, urging my legs apart. He didn’t use his tongue, not yet. He just looked, his breath warm on my most intimate skin.

“Theo,” I whispered, a plea and a protest.

“Shhh,” he soothed. “I am looking.” His hands spread me wider. “And you are perfect.”

Then he leaned in and licked me, one long, slow, flat stroke from my entrance to my clit. My knees buckled. His hands on my hips held me steady.

He set a leisurely, devastating pace. His tongue was an artist, painting broad strokes and fine details. He licked and sucked and explored, his nose nudging my clit, his breath hot. He inserted one finger, then two, curling them inside me, finding that spot with unerring accuracy while his mouth worked my clit.

This wasn’t the frantic, driving need of the saloon. This was worship. He was learning me, savoring me. The pleasure built not in a frantic sprint, but in a slow, inevitable tide. My moans were continuous, a broken soundtrack to the patter of rain and the creak of the boat. I tangled my hands in his hair, not to guide him, but to anchor myself.

“Come in my mouth,” he growled against me, the vibration tipping me over the edge.

I came with a soft, keening cry, my body bowing, my hips pushing against his face as he drank me in, his tongue gentling me through the last fluttering pulses.

Before I could fully descend, he was standing, stripping off his shorts. He laid me back on the bed, following me down, his body covering mine. His cock, hard and heavy, rested against my thigh.

“Eyes open,” he said.

I forced them open, dazed.

“I want to watch your face when I enter you,” he stated, his voice rough with need. He positioned himself, the head of his cock nudging my slick, sensitive folds. “Tell me you want it.”

“I want it,” I breathed. “I want you.”

He pushed in, inch by devastating inch, his eyes locked on mine. The sensation was overwhelming—a deep, stretching fullness that felt like being claimed. He seated himself fully, buried to the hilt, and we both shuddered.

He began to move, a slow, deep roll of his hips. Each withdrawal was an exquisite torment, each return a deep, visceral relief. He braced himself on his forearms, his face inches from mine, watching every flicker of emotion, every gasp, every bitten lip.

“Touch yourself,” he whispered.

My hand slid between our bodies. The contact on my oversensitive clit was almost too much, a sharp, bright counterpoint to the deep, grinding fullness of him inside me. My breath caught.

“That’s it,” he encouraged, his pace never faltering. “Show me how good it feels.”

I did. I circled my clit, my movements growing more frantic as the sensations spiraled. The storm was a distant memory. There was only this: his weight, his scent, the sound of our skin sliding together, the dark, focused heat in his eyes.

“I’m close,” I whimpered.

“Come with me,” he demanded, his rhythm starting to fracture, his thrusts becoming harder, faster.

It was the command in his voice that did it. My second orgasm tore through me, deeper and more consuming than the first. My vision fractured, my pussy clenching around him in rhythmic, desperate pulses.

He gave a harsh groan, his body locking, and then he was coming too, his release hot and deep inside me, his forehead dropping to my shoulder as he shuddered through it.

We lay fused together for long minutes, our breathing slowly returning to normal. The boat rocked us in a gentle, post-storm cradle.

Eventually, he shifted, pulling out and gathering me against his side. He pulled a sheet over us. In the lantern light, his profile was serene, satiated.

“The storm is almost gone,” he said, his voice a low rumble against my ear.

I listened. The wind had dropped to a sigh, the rain to a whisper against the hull. “It’s passing.”

He turned his head, his lips a warm press against my temple. “Sleep, kardiá mou. Tomorrow, Santorini.”

I closed my eyes. My body still thrummed with the aftershocks of pleasure, a deep, liquid warmth in my limbs. The usual static in my mind had gone silent, leaving a stillness I hadn’t known in years.

The storm had passed. In its wake, something new had been tempered here in the confined, rolling cradle of this boat—something with the razor edge of a sea-blade, as terrifying and as exhilarating as the open water itself.

I slept, coiled around him, as the catamaran swung slowly on its anchor, its bow coming about to face the clearing sky and the rinsed-clean promise of dawn.


Chapter 4 — Santorini Rising

The morning dawned clear, the sky scrubbed to a hard ceramic blue by the departed storm. Below it, the sea lay flat and obedient, glittering with a malice that had been spent. I woke before Theo, my muscles remembering the shape of him, the soreness between my thighs a specific, tender map of the night’s geography.

He was a furnace against my back, his arm a heavy claim across my waist. I lay motionless, watching the light sharpen through the porthole above the berth, listening to the water’s soft, insistent lick against the hull. The boat held its silence like a secret.

When I finally shifted, his arm cinched tighter. “Morning,” he murmured into my hair, his voice graveled with sleep.

“Morning.”

He rolled me gently onto my back, propping himself on an elbow to look down. His eyes were dark pools in the shadowed cabin. He said nothing, just traced the line of my cheekbone with the blunt edge of his thumb, then the full swell of my lower lip. The intimacy was a quiet blade after the night’s frantic bludgeoning. He leaned down and kissed me, slow and deep—a tasting of salt and sleep. My palms rose to cradle the rough landscape of his jaw.

When he pulled back, he was smiling. “Santorini,” he said, the word a completed spell.

We moved through the morning with a new, unspoken choreography. He hauled the anchor, the chain clattering and wet, while I ground coffee beans in the galley, their oily scent battling the salt air. I brought two mugs topside, handed him one. Our fingers brushed—a tiny, electric confluence.

“The meltemi has exhausted itself,” he said, sipping and scanning the horizon. “Weather for sailing. We’ll reach the caldera by midday.”

He fired the engines, and the catamaran surged forward, cleaving the flat water. I stayed beside him, watching his hands on the wheel—the effortless, ingrained knowledge in the turn of his wrists. Islands shouldered up from the sea: first purple smears, then sharp, arid mountains of rock.

And then, there it was. A great, dark crescent of cliff, striped in bands of white, red, and black, curling around a deep, still bay of a blue so profound it hurt. Santorini. The caldera. It looked less like geography and more like a god’s careless excavation.

Theo motored us through the narrow entrance, sheer cliffs rising hundreds of feet on either side, studded with the famous sugar-cube houses clinging to the rim. Tourist ferries and sleek yachts dotted the water like toys. He navigated to a quieter mooring field, away from the main bustle, and dropped the anchor. The rattle and splash were familiar, final.

“The villa is up there,” he said, pointing to a cluster of white buildings perched impossibly high on the eastern rim. “A friend’s. He lets me use it when I’m here with… guests.” His gaze slid to me, weighty. “Private. Infinity pool. The view will loot your soul.”

A filament of nervous excitement ignited in my gut. A villa. A real bed. Walls that didn’t sway. It felt like a dangerous promotion, a step out of the boat’s magical suspension and into something solid, something that could bear consequences.

He hailed a water taxi. The ride to the old port, a tiny harbor gouged into the cliff’s foot, was brief. From there, we queued for the cable car that would haul us up the near-vertical face. Squeezed into the small cabin with a dozen other tourists, the world dropping away beneath us, Theo’s shoulder was a hard press against mine. It was a different intimacy—public, anonymous—but his hand found the small of my back, a claiming point of contact.

At the top, the world detonated into chaos. Narrow, cobbled streets swarmed with bodies, shops hawking sun hats and plastic island replicas, the air thick with grilled meat and diesel fumes. Theo took my hand, his grip absolute, and led me through the tide with unerring certainty. We turned down a side alley, then another, the noise fading as we climbed. The crowds thinned. The buildings grew larger, more secluded, their gates guarding private universes.

He stopped before a heavy wooden door set into a high white wall. A keypad was embedded discreetly to the side. He tapped in a code. The door swung inward on a soft, oiled click.

We stepped into another dimension.

Silence. A courtyard paved in smooth, dark slate. A minimalist fountain trickled water into a shallow basin. And beyond, the world simply ceased. The villa was a long, low, white structure, all clean lines and floor-to-ceiling glass. The infinity pool was a sheet of liquid turquoise that appeared to pour directly over the cliff’s edge into the vast bowl of the caldera and the deeper blue sea beyond.

I stood, arrested by the sheer vertical scale of it. “Theo…”

“Come,” he said, his voice a soft command. He led me inside. The interior was cool, airy—white plaster and pale wood. A massive, low bed dominated the main room, facing the wall of glass and the yawning view. A kitchenette, a sunken seating area—all of it merely a frame for that window, for that impossible slice of the world.

He dropped our bags by the door. The silence was immense, broken only by the distant hum of a boat far below and the breeze’s whisper.

He came up behind me, his hands settling on my hips. He nuzzled the side of my neck. “Welcome to Santorini.”

I leaned back into him, my eyes still riveted to the view. “It’s unreal.”

“It’s real.” His lips brushed my skin. “And for tonight, it’s ours.”

The afternoon bled away in a sun-drenched haze. We swam in the pool, the water cool and silk against our skin, the edge of the world a straight drop just beyond our kicking feet. We sprawled on wide sunbeds, letting the fierce Cycladic sun bake the last of the sea-storm’s damp from our bones. He brought out a platter he’d assembled from the villa’s kitchen: bread, olives, feta, tomatoes. We ate with our fingers, the salt and oil bright and sharp on our tongues.

We didn’t talk about London. We didn’t talk about tomorrow. We talked about wind patterns, the taste of oregano growing in a pot by the door, the way the light gilded the cliffs as the sun began its fall. It was a conversation built of quiet, present things. And all the while, the tension braided itself tighter. A different tension than on the boat. Here, there was space. A king-sized bed waited. No storm to hurry us, no rolling deck to negotiate. This was deliberate. This was luxury.

As the sun dipped toward the western rim of the caldera, slashing the sky with violent orange and pink, I felt the shift. The easy companionship pulled taut, coiling into something focused, ravenous.

I stood at the glass wall, wrapped in one of the villa’s thick, white cotton robes, watching the light die. I heard him approach from behind. He didn’t touch me.

“Nadia.” My name was a verdict.

I turned. He had showered; his dark hair was damp, curling at the ends. He wore only loose linen trousers, slung low on his hips. The last of the sunset gilded his skin, highlighting every ridge of muscle, the salt-and-pepper scatter across his chest.

“Yes?” My voice was a thread.

“Look at me.” It was not a request.

I met his eyes. The calm was still there, that deep, oceanic stillness, but beneath it moved a current of banked fire.

“Last night,” he began, his gaze holding mine prisoner, “was the storm. It was necessary. It was perfect.” He took a step closer. The air between us ionized. “But tonight… tonight is for us. No weather. No boat. Just this.” He gestured at the room, the view, the expanse. “I want to take my time with you. Every inch. I want to hear you beg for it. And I want to watch you come apart against this glass with the whole fucking caldera as your audience.”

A shudder racked me, immediate and liquid. My nipples peaked against the soft robe. My cunt clenched, empty and demanding. His words were a live wire shoved into my spine, bypassing thought, obliterating inhibition.

“Do you understand?” he asked, his voice dropping to a low grind.

I nodded, speechless.

“I need you to say it.”

I swallowed. “I understand.”

“Good.” A phantom smile touched his lips. “Take off the robe.”

My fingers trembled on the belt’s knot. The soft fabric parted and I let it slide from my shoulders, a puddle of white at my feet. I stood naked before him and the dying light, the cool evening air raising gooseflesh on my skin. I felt flayed, utterly vulnerable, and more electrically alive than I had ever been.

His eyes darkened, sweeping over me with a slow, consuming appraisal that burned like a touch. “Beautiful,” he breathed. He closed the final distance. His hands came up, not to seize, but to skate lightly over my skin—my shoulders, down the length of my arms, back up to cup my face. He kissed me again, a deep, exploring kiss that tasted of ocean and sun and impending night.

Then he turned me, gently, back to face the window. The sky was now a deep indigo, the first stars piercing the dome above the opposite rim. Lights kindled in the white houses clinging to the cliffs. He stood behind me, his body a solid wall of heat against my back.

His hands settled on my shoulders, his thumbs stroking the nape of my neck. “You see that view?” he murmured into my ear, his breath hot. “It’s yours. But right now, you are mine. All of you.”

His hands slid down, over my collarbones, tracing the outer curves of my breasts. He teased my nipples with his thumbs, circling, pinching lightly until they were hard, aching beads. I arched back against him, a soft moan torn from my throat.

“So responsive,” he said, a note of dark wonder in his voice. One hand continued its sweet torment on my breast while the other journeyed lower, over the flat plane of my stomach, through the coarse thatch of curls. He didn’t go straight for my clit. He traced my folds, parting me with a gentle, insistent pressure, finding my slickness.

“You’re already dripping for me,” he growled. He slid a finger inside me, just one, deep and slow. I cried out, my hands slapping against the cool glass for purchase. “Yes,” he whispered. “Hold onto that. You’ll need it.”

He added a second finger, stretching me, curving them to find that spot deep inside that dissolved my knees. He worked me with a slow, devastating cadence, his other hand still rolling and pinching my nipple. The dual assault, the overwhelming vista, the feel of his hard cock pressing against the small of my back through the linen—it was a beautiful, crushing weight. Pleasure mounted in a relentless, cresting wave.

“Theo…” I panted, my forehead pressed to the glass.

“What do you need, kardiá mou?” His fingers pushed deeper, twisting.

“More. Please.”

He withdrew his fingers suddenly, leaving me hollow and throbbing. I whimpered, a raw sound of protest. I heard the rustle of linen, the sound of his trousers being shoved down. Then his hands were on my hips, gripping hard, positioning me. The broad, hot crown of his cock nudged against my entrance.

“Look out there,” he commanded, his voice thick with strain. “Watch the lights. And feel me.”

He pushed into me in one long, slow, inexorable stroke. I gasped, my eyes flying open, seeing nothing but the stars and the distant pinpricks of light as he filled me utterly, stretching me to a perfect, burning fullness. He seated himself to the hilt and stopped, letting us both adjust, letting me feel every inch of him buried inside me.

He began to move. Not with the frantic pace of the night before, but with a deep, rolling thrust, a possession that was absolute and leisurely. Each withdrawal was agony, each return a revelation. He set a rhythm that was meant to last, that built the pleasure brick by torturous brick.

One hand remained on my hip, guiding me back onto him. The other snaked around my front, his fingers finding my clit with unerring accuracy. He circled it, the pressure perfect, in time with his thrusts.

The world outside blurred. My breath fogged the glass. The only points of reality were the hard planes of his body against mine, the deep, claiming stretch of him inside me, and the clever, relentless friction of his fingers on my clit.

“You feel like heaven,” he groaned into my ear, his rhythm never faltering. “Tight. Hot. Taking me so deep.”

I was babbling, a stream of yes and please and his name, my body coiling tighter and tighter, a spring wound to its breaking point. The orgasm approached not as a crashing wave, but as a dawn, a slow, inexorable brightening at the edges of my vision.

“I’m going to come,” I warned him, my voice ragged.

“Not yet,” he said, though his own breathing was harsh. “Wait for me.”

He increased the pace, just slightly. The angle changed, hitting a spot that made me see stars that weren’t in the sky. His fingers on my clit became more insistent. The coil snapped.

“Now,” he growled.

And I did. My orgasm tore through me, a silent, shattering convulsion that locked my muscles and stole the air from my lungs. I shook against him, my inner walls fluttering and clenching around his cock in endless, rhythmic pulses.

The feeling of my climax triggered his. His breath caught, ragged, and he buried his face in my shoulder as he came apart, hips jerking once, twice, release spilling hot and deep while he held himself still inside me, shuddering through every last pulse of it.

We stayed like that for a long time, fused together, our sweat-slick skin cooling in the evening air, the infinite view sprawled before us. Eventually, he softened and slipped out of me. He turned me gently in his arms, holding me against his chest. My legs were like water.

He kissed the top of my head. “Bed,” he said softly. “We’re not done.”

He led me the few steps to the massive bed and laid me down on the crisp, white sheets. The room was dark now, lit only by the starlight and the distant glow from the cliffside villages. He lay down beside me, propped on an elbow, his hand stroking my side from hip to breast.

“You are…” he started, then shook his head, as if words failed him. He leaned down and kissed me, a kiss that was tender and thorough and tasted of us.

My body was still humming, satiated yet strangely alert. His touch was reigniting embers I thought were spent. His hand drifted lower, over the curve of my ass, down my thigh. He hooked my leg over his hip, opening me to him again. I could feel him, hard once more against my belly.

“You can’t be serious,” I breathed, but my hips arched of their own accord.

He gave a low, dark chuckle. “I told you. Tonight, I take my time.” His fingers found my core again, slick with our combined release. “And you are still so ready.”

He kissed his way down my body—my lips, my neck, the valley between my breasts. He took a nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply, his tongue swirling around the peak until I was writhing beneath him. He moved lower, his lips and tongue charting a path over my stomach, my hip bones.

He pushed my thighs apart, settling between them. The first touch of his tongue to my clit was a bolt of pure, white-hot lightning. I cried out, my hands fisting in the sheets. He didn’t just taste me; he worshipped me. His mouth was relentless, his tongue flicking and circling and pressing, his lips sucking. He added a finger, then two, curling them inside me, finding that spot again while his mouth worked its magic on my clit.

It was too much. The sensitivity from my last orgasm, the overwhelming skill of his mouth, the decadence of the act in this luxurious, private place—it built a second peak with shocking speed. This one was different, sharper, more focused. It gathered in my core, a supernova waiting to happen.

“Theo, I’m… I’m going to…”

He didn’t let up. If anything, he intensified, his hands gripping my thighs to hold me open, his tongue a precise, devastating instrument. He hummed against me, and the vibration was the final trigger.

I came with a broken scream, my back arching clear off the bed, my vision whiting out completely. The pleasure was so intense it bordered on pain, a raw, pulsing release that seemed to go on forever. He rode it out with me, his mouth gentle now, lapping softly as I shuddered and twitched.

When I finally collapsed back onto the sheets, boneless and spent, he crawled up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my throat, before finally claiming my mouth. I could taste myself on his lips, salty and sweet.

He was fully hard again, his cock pressing insistently against my thigh. My body, though exhausted, responded with a fresh surge of wetness. The need was a dull, deep ache, a hunger that felt bottomless.

He looked down at me, his eyes gleaming in the dark. “Once more,” he said, his voice a rough promise. “On your knees.”

His command was a low vibration against my skin, a current that pulled me from my languid exhaustion back into the urgent present. I moved, my body feeling both heavy and weightless, turning onto my hands and knees on the vast expanse of the bed. The sheets were cool against my palms and knees, a stark contrast to the fevered heat of my own skin.

He settled behind me, his hands smoothing over the curve of my ass, spreading me open. The air was cool there, a fleeting sensation before the hot, blunt pressure of him nudged against my entrance. I was slick and open, my body humming with residual tremors from the orgasm he’d just wrung from me with his mouth.

“Look,” he said, his voice rough. “Look at the view.”

I lifted my head. Through the wall of glass, the caldera was a bowl of darkness studded with the jewelry-box lights of Oia and Fira, the sea a black mirror below. Our own reflection was a ghostly impression on the glass—his powerful form curved over mine, my pale back arched, a tableau of raw need. It was obscene. It was breathtaking.

He entered me in one slow, deep thrust that stole my breath. This angle was different, deeper, more claiming. He filled me completely, a stretching, perfect fullness that made me gasp and push back against him instinctively.

“Yes,” he growled, his hands tightening on my hips. “Take it.”

He set a rhythm that was all power and control, each stroke a deliberate, measured possession. There was no frantic race this time, only the relentless, deep drive of his hips, the slap of skin on skin a counterpoint to the distant, silent glitter of the world outside. I braced my arms, dropping my head between them, a low moan torn from my throat with every inward stroke.

One of his hands left my hip, sliding around my front, delving through my damp curls to find my clit again. It was swollen, hypersensitive, and the first brush of his fingers made me cry out.

“Too much,” I pleaded, but my body arched back into his, begging for more.

“It’s never too much,” he murmured, his thrusts never faltering. He circled the swollen bud, his touch expert, adjusting the pressure until the overload of sensation blurred into a single, white-hot point of pleasure. It built from my core, a coiling, inevitable pressure that had nothing to do with thought and everything to do with the perfect, grinding friction of his cock inside me and the relentless circles on my clit.

“Theo… I can’t…”

“You can.” His breath was hot on my back. “Let it go. Come for me again.”

His words were the final key. The coil snapped, and my third orgasm of the evening detonated through me, a convulsive, shuddering wave that locked my muscles and tore a ragged scream from my throat. My vision swam, the lights outside melting into streaks of gold. My inner walls clenched around him in frantic, rhythmic pulses, milking his length.

The feeling tipped him over the edge with mine. He groaned my name against my spine, hips stuttering as release took him, hot and pulsing, his body bowing over mine until there was nothing left to give either of us.

We stayed like that, joined, until our breathing slowed. He softened and slipped out of me, and I crumpled onto my side, utterly spent. He gathered me against him, pulling the rumpled sheet over us. The silence of the villa wrapped around us, broken only by the distant hum of a boat and the frantic beating of my own heart slowly returning to normal.

He kissed my temple, his lips lingering. “Sleep, kardiá mou.”

And I did. A deep, dreamless, satiated sleep, wrapped in his arms and the scent of sex and salt and him.



I woke to sunlight painting the white walls gold. Theo was already up, a silhouette against the brilliant window, holding two mugs of coffee. He was naked, the morning light gilding the lines of his body, and the sight of him, so at ease in this stunning space, sent a fresh, warm pulse through my core.

“Good morning,” he said, handing me a mug.

I pushed myself up, the sheet pooling around my waist, and took it. “Morning.” My voice was husky with sleep and spent passion.

We drank our coffee in silence, watching a cruise ship slide into the caldera far below, a tiny white toy in the immense blue bowl. The normality of it, the domesticity of sharing morning coffee after the night we’d had, felt more intimate than anything that had come before.

“We should see the island,” he said finally. “Before we have to go back.”

We spent the day as tourists. He drove a rented ATV along the cliff-top roads, the wind tearing at our hair. We wandered the narrow, winding paths of Oia, getting lost amongst the whitewashed churches and blue-domed roofs. We ate grilled octopus at a taverna perched on the cliff edge, our legs dangling over a drop that plunged hundreds of feet to the sea. We laughed. We talked—about nothing consequential, about everything.

But beneath it all, the current hummed. A touch of his hand on the small of my back as we navigated a crowd. The way his eyes would find mine across a table, darkening with a promise for later. The knowledge of what we’d shared, what we were, hung between us, a tangible, electric thing.

As the afternoon began to wane, we found ourselves on a less-traveled path, a rocky outcrop that looked over the entire western rim of the island. The wind was stronger here, whipping my sundress around my legs, the fabric snapping like a flag. He stood behind me, his arms wrapping around my waist, pulling me back against the solid warmth of his chest.

“Tomorrow,” he said quietly, his chin resting on my head, “we sail for Milos. Then… the day after… the marina in Athens.”

The words dropped into my gut, cold and heavy. Athens meant the airport.

The airport meant London. London meant my grey life, my hollow job, the person I had been before the wind and the sun and him.

I didn’t speak. My throat closed.

He turned me in his arms. His face was serious, the calm in his eyes tempered with something else—a question. “Nadia.”

“I don’t want to go back.” The words were out before I could stop them, unvarnished.

He searched my face. “To London?”

“To any of it.” A wave of panic, sharp and cold, rose in my chest, clawing its way up. “This… this week. It’s been a dream. I’ll wake up on that plane and it will have never happened.”

His thumbs stroked my cheeks, calluses catching on my skin. “It happened.

I’m here. You’re here.”

“But for how much longer?” The desperation in my own voice frightened me. “A charter ends. Passengers disembark.”

He was silent for a long moment, looking out over the vista of sea and sky as if it held an answer. “Charters end,” he agreed, his voice low.

“But other things can begin.”

My heart stumbled against my ribs. “What does that mean?”

He looked back at me, his gaze direct and unwavering. “It means the boat needs to sail back to Athens. But it doesn’t mean you have to be on the plane.” He paused, letting the implication hang in the salt-tinged air between us. “I have another charter in two weeks. From Mykonos. The space in between… is mine.”

The offer was there, unspoken but clear. Stay. Sail with me. Not as a passenger, but as… something else.

The immensity of it, the recklessness, terrified me. It also kindled a wild, hopeful flame in my chest. “Theo, I… my life. My flat. My job.”

“Do you want that life?” he asked, the question simple and devastating.

“No.” The answer was immediate, absolute.

“Then don’t go back to it.” He said it as if it were the easiest thing in the world. As if changing the course of a life was as simple as adjusting the sails to catch a new wind.

I looked into his eyes, this man who read the sea and had, somehow, read me. I saw the calm certainty there, the patience. He was offering me a choice, but he wasn’t pushing. He was simply presenting a new heading.

The wind tugged at my hair, carrying the scent of the sea and dry thyme, the bite of ozone. Below us, the Aegean stretched to the horizon, a thousand shades of blue, a thousand possibilities.

“Yes,” I said, the word barely a whisper but carrying the weight of a decision. “Yes, I’ll stay.”

Something like triumph, like pure, unadulterated joy, flashed in his eyes. He didn’t smile, but the intensity of his gaze was answer enough.

He cupped my face and kissed me, a kiss that tasted of salt and sun and a future unwritten.

That night, back in the villa, he undressed me like a man reading something he didn’t want to finish too quickly. No orders this time. No hand steering the back of my neck, no look at me. Just his mouth tracing the same slow inch of skin below my ear until I stopped waiting for it to speed up.

“What are you doing?” I asked, half laughing, because he’d been kissing that one spot for what felt like a full minute.

“Learning it,” he said, against my throat. “In case I have to remember it in the dark, someday.”

The words landed somewhere under my ribs and stayed there.

He laid me back against the pillows and moved over me slowly, unhurried, as if the cliff and the sea beyond the glass had all the time there was and he intended to spend every second of it on me. When he finally pushed inside, it was deep and easy, his forehead dropped to mine so his breath fell into my mouth with every stroke. There was nothing to perform. No one to convince. Just the long, rolling rhythm of him and the small, helpless sounds I couldn’t stop making, and underneath all of it, a feeling with no polite name—closer to grief than to joy, the two of them tangled together, because I finally understood what it would cost to keep this and what it would cost to let it go.

I came quietly, more a long unclenching than a crest, my fingers laced in his hair, his name barely a breath. He followed a few strokes later, shuddering against me with a low sound into my throat, and stayed there, still inside me, both our hearts slamming out of rhythm with each other and then, slowly, into the same one.

I was crying before I realized it—silent, useless tears sliding sideways into the pillow. He noticed anyway. He notices everything. He didn’t ask me to explain. He kissed the salt from my cheekbones, one side and then the other, and held on.

Afterward, as we lay tangled in the sheets, the moonlight now painting the room silver, he spoke into the darkness.

“We sail at dawn,” he said, his hand tracing idle patterns on my arm.

“The meltemi is returning, but milder. We’ll ride it south to Milos.

There’s a bay there… like a white stone cathedral. We can anchor, swim. Be alone.”

“And after Milos?” I asked, my voice drowsy.

“After Milos,” he said, pulling me closer, “we have time.”

I fell asleep with those words in my ears, a lullaby more soothing than any I’d ever known. We have time.


Chapter 5 — Open Water

The dawn was a pale, pink streak over the caldera rim when we motored away from Santorini. I stood beside him at the helm, watching the cliffs recede into the hazy morning, and felt no pang of loss. Santorini had been a dream, beautiful and complete in itself. But my place—I understood this with a certainty as solid as the deck under my bare feet—was here, on the water, with him.

The wind found us as we cleared the caldera mouth, a fresh, steady meltemi blowing clean from the north. Theo grinned, boyish in a way I hadn’t seen from him before, and killed the engines. He raised the sails himself, canvas snapping taut against a hard blue sky, and the Kynthia leaned into the wind and found her stride. He put the wheel in my hands and stood close behind me, palms bracketing mine, teaching me to feel the boat come alive under a gust the way he must have felt it as a boy, decades before either of us had a reason to need each other.

We sailed like that for hours—partners now, not passenger and captain. He showed me how to read a wind shift a full breath before it hit the sails. My hands no longer white-knuckled the wheel. They’d learned the boat’s language, or at least its accent.

By early afternoon the wind eased, and with it came something else: three bars of signal, unannounced, blinking to life on my phone where it had sat forgotten in a cup holder for days. I’d stopped expecting the thing to matter.

It buzzed itself across the console, one message piling onto the next until it gave up counting and just glowed with a red number. I picked it up like it might bite me.

A voicemail from my old manager, brisk and falsely warm, wanting to know if I’d “had a chance to think about the handover doc.” A calendar reminder for a performance review that would never happen, because I no longer worked there, except apparently Outlook hadn’t gotten the memo. A string of messages from Priya, the one person from the office I still answered for: are you alive. are you back next week. is this an island or a coma. text me something. And under all of it, quieter, from my landlord: a notice that my lease renewal was due in eleven days, and did I want to schedule the inspection.

Eleven days. I read it twice.

Theo didn’t say anything. He’d gone still at the wheel in the particular way he had—the stillness that meant he’d noticed exactly how still I’d gone, and was giving me room to be somewhere else for a minute.

“My flat,” I said finally, my voice strange in my own ears, thin against the wind. “I have to decide about my flat.”

“Do you.” Not a question. He seemed to know things about me before I’d finished knowing them myself.

“I have a life there. Had. Have. I don’t even know the tense anymore.” I set the phone face-down on the console, as if that would silence it. “It’s easy to say I don’t want to go back on a cliff in Santorini with your hand on my face. It’s harder standing here with my landlord asking about a smoke detector inspection.”

Something moved behind his eyes—not hurt, exactly, but a flicker of the same guardedness I’d seen in him on the very first day, before Alimos, before any of this. He was quiet long enough that the only sound left was water sliding along the hulls.

“Three years ago,” he said finally, eyes on the horizon rather than on me, “I had a guest. Six days, not six months like some of the boys run. English, like you. She said, on a beach on Folegandros, almost the same words you said on that cliff.” His jaw worked once. “She flew home on a Tuesday. I got one message from the airport. Nothing after.”

The wind filled the silence where I didn’t know what to say.

“I am not comparing you to her,” he said, quieter now. “I am telling you why I have not asked the question I want to ask. It is easy to love the sea for a week. I have watched women do it before.” He glanced at me, and for the first time since Alimos I saw something uncertain move across that steady, salt-weathered face. “I did not want to be a man who asks a question he already knows the true answer to.”

The honesty of it hit harder than any of his commands had. Here was the flaw under the calm—not indifference, but a kind of pre-emptive bracing, a captain who’d learned to read a woman’s leaving the way he read weather, and had decided, quietly, a long time ago, to see it coming rather than be surprised by it.

“I’m not her,” I said.

“I know that here.” He touched his chest, over his heart, then his temple. “I am still learning it here.”

I stepped into him, wrapping my arms around his waist, my cheek against his salt-stiff shirt, listening to his heart hammer under the calm. “Then let me tell you what’s true instead of what a cliff makes easy to say. I don’t know what happens with my flat. I don’t know what I tell Priya, or my mother, or a recruiter who’ll email me in September wanting to know why there’s a gap on my CV. I don’t have an answer for all of it yet.” I tipped my head back to look at him. “But I know I’m not getting on a plane. That part isn’t the cliff talking. That’s just true, in daylight, with a landlord in my inbox.”

He looked down at me for a long moment, and then, slowly, some of the old certainty came back into his face—not the captain’s mask this time, but something that looked, for once, like relief.

“Okay,” he said. Just that. Then he kissed my forehead, and turned back to the wheel, and didn’t let go of my hand for a long time after.

We reached Milos in the low gold of late afternoon, its strange white cliffs pocked and folded like something poured rather than carved. Theo eased us into a cove striped with sand so pale it looked lit from underneath the water. No other boats. No houses. Just the two of us and the ordinary, un-dramatic business of being together—hauling the sail down, coiling lines, checking the anchor’s bite.

We swam before dinner, floating in water so clear I could watch my own shadow ripple over the sand ten feet down. He caught my ankle underwater and towed me toward the beach, laughing when I splashed him back, and we made love in the shallows where the water sat barely waist-deep, slow and easy and half-laughing between kisses, salt water sluicing between us with every small wave, no rush anywhere in it. It wasn’t the storm. It wasn’t the glass wall in Santorini. It was just good—ordinary and good, the kind of steady, unremarkable pleasure I understood, with a small shock, was what the rest of a life with him might actually feel like on a Tuesday that wasn’t anyone’s five-star scene.

That night we ate on deck under a sky gone the deep, complicated blue that only shows up far from any city, his foot hooked over mine under the little folding table, a bottle of resiny wine between us. He told me about the guest who’d left—not with bitterness now, just as a fact laid down and finished with, a debt paid off. I told him about my mother, who’d cried actual tears of relief when I quit my job, and about Priya, who used to leave protein bars on my desk during the worst sprints because she’d noticed I forgot to eat. Small, true things. The kind you don’t perform.

We didn’t rush the night after that either. We carried the blanket up to the foredeck nets and lay tangled there under a wheel of stars neither of us bothered to name, talking until the talking wore itself out, and slept there instead of retreating below, the boat rocking us both.

I woke before him, in the hour when the sky hasn’t decided between night and morning yet, a clean grey just beginning to blush at the eastern edge. The wind had died to nothing. The water lay so still it looked solid, like something you could walk on to the horizon. Milos slept behind us, a pale smudge against the fading dark.

I lay there a long moment just watching him sleep—the door I’d been afraid to walk through on day one, now familiar as my own hands. The thin white scar through his eyebrow. The permanent crease at the corner of his eyes from a decade of squinting at horizons. A man who’d learned to expect departures and let me in anyway.

He woke the way he always did, all at once, sea-green eyes finding mine before he was even fully back from sleep.

“You are staring,” he said, voice rough with the night.

“I’m memorizing.”

Something shifted in his face—not surprise, more like he’d been waiting to hear exactly that. He drew me down against him without a word, and for a while we just lay there while the sky did its slow work, grey easing into rose, rose into the first hard gold thread along the horizon.

“Nadia.” My name, low, deliberate—not a question this time, not a command. A decision already made, that he was only now saying out loud. “The charter ends in Athens tomorrow. There is a car booked. A flight, I imagine, though you have never told me the number and I have not asked.”

My chest went tight. “Theo—”

“Let me finish.” He propped himself up on one forearm, the dawn light catching along the line of his jaw, his shoulder, and looked down at me with an intensity that had nothing calm left in it. “I do not have a flat to offer you. I do not have a pension, or a five-year plan, or even a fixed address most months of the year. What I have is a boat, and a wind that is usually blowing somewhere interesting, and eleven more days before I am due in Mykonos for the next charter.” His thumb traced my collarbone, slow, deliberate, like he was charting something. “I am asking you to take the eleven days. Not instead of your life. As the start of finding out what you actually want your life to be.”

The sun cleared the water in that moment, throwing a long, molten road of light straight across the sea to the boat, to the two of us tangled together on the warm teak, and I understood, with a clarity that felt like waking up twice in one morning, that I had already made this decision on a cliff in Santorini, and again yesterday at the wheel with a landlord’s email glowing accusingly on my phone. This was just him, finally, asking the question he’d been afraid to ask.

“One more island,” I said, “instead of the airport.”

“One more island,” he agreed. “And after that, another. For as long as it’s true.”

“And if it stops being true?”

“Then you get on a plane, and I will not blame you, and I will not pretend it didn’t happen.” His hand found mine, laced our fingers together against my stomach. “But I don’t think it will stop. I think you are the first thing in a long time that has felt more true the longer I look at it, not less.”

I kissed him then, slow and unhurried, tasting salt and sleep and the particular sweetness of a decision you’re glad you’ve made. He gathered me closer, and when he finally moved over me, there in the full flood of sunrise with the whole gold sea spread out around the boat like a held breath, there was nothing left to prove and nothing left to rush. No command needed, because neither of us wanted to look anywhere else. His mouth found mine, then my throat, my breasts, worked lower with a patience that had learned every one of my responses over a week that already felt like it had rearranged the order of my whole life. When he finally pushed inside me, we were both already looking at each other.

He moved slow at first, deep, unhurried rolls of his hips that dragged a low, helpless sound out of me with every stroke, his forehead against mine, his breath mixing with mine. Then, when I arched up and dug my heels into the backs of his thighs, wordlessly begging for more, he gave it to me—harder, faster, one hand sliding beneath my hip to angle me exactly where he wanted, exactly where I needed, until the pleasure stopped feeling like a wave and started feeling like weather, something total and inescapable moving through both of us at once. I came apart under the widening light with his name breaking out of me in pieces, and this time he didn’t hold back to watch me finish first. He followed almost immediately, a rough, unguarded sound against my throat, his whole body going taut and then loose over mine, spent and shaking and entirely undone in a way I hadn’t seen from him yet, not even in the storm.

We lay there afterward while the sun climbed clear of the horizon and turned the sea from pewter to a hard, brilliant blue, both of us wrecked and grinning like idiots, salt-damp and sun-warmed and in no hurry at all.

“So,” he said eventually, into my hair. “Where do we point her?”

I thought about it—really thought, the way I hadn’t let myself think about anything in a year. Not toward Athens. Not toward the version of my life with a lease renewal and a performance review and a version of me that had gone quiet inside a glass office tower.

I sat up, pulled the sheet loose from the tangle of us, and walked to the wheel, still naked, the teak warm under my bare feet. I put my hands on it the way he’d taught me on the first morning out of the marina—light, listening, not fighting the boat but asking it where it wanted to go.

“East,” I said. “You said there’s a place with no airport.”

He came up behind me, folding his arms around my waist, his chin dropping to my shoulder, and I felt him smile against my skin before he answered.

“There is,” he said. “A lot of them, actually.” He reached past me and eased the wheel a few degrees under my hands, correcting a heading I hadn’t quite found on my own yet, patient as ever. “We have time to find out which one you like best.”

The Kynthia came about, sails filling, and pointed her bow toward the sunrise and the thousand blue miles between islands neither of us had named yet. I was not a passenger anymore. I hadn’t been for days. My hands were on the wheel, the wind was in my face, and for the first time in longer than I could remember, I wasn’t running from anything at all.

I was just, finally, going somewhere I’d chosen.
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