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Chapter one
True North's Promise


The Miami air, always humid and musky, sharpened as the sun dropped lower over the city skyline and bounced off the water in the marina. Even before I reached the main deck, the scents had a hierarchy: salt and diesel at the surface, chemical citrus from the dock’s scrubbed concrete underneath, and deeper in the background, teakwood warming in the sunlight. The True North’s hull creaked gently at her mooring as if impatient to be free, and I smiled at her impatience, because I understood it better than I wanted to admit.

The pre-departure checklist ran fifty-six items bow to stern, and I didn’t skip a single one. The sponsors might have been funding this thirty-day shakedown cruise through the Caribbean, but True North was my design, my signature. Her lines were broad through the beam, but elegant, efficient. She was built to cross oceans, not just float cocktail hours from Miami to Bimini and back. Every system was a bet I’d placed on myself: the backup nav array I’d written the firmware for, the sealed water makers I’d hand-installed when the standard ones seemed too thirsty, the custom solar banks hidden behind slick carbon-fiber housings on the upper deck.

Down in the engine room, I ran my hands over the smooth casing of the starboard generator, checking for leaks by touch because you couldn’t always trust what the pressure gauge wanted to tell you. The scent of hot oil, sharp and faintly metallic, clung to my skin as I crouched to check the fuel lines. It was the same smell my hands had carried since I was nineteen, scrubbing out bilges in a Gulf Coast marina between college classes. Sweat ran down my ribs and soaked the back of my shirt, but I kept working, feeling a satisfaction in the discipline of the task that would have bored most people into an early grave.

At the end of each check, I made a chalk mark on the steel beam overhead. Not necessary, but I liked the ritual, the sequence: confirm, commit, mark. The white hash marks lined up in uneven rows from weeks of prep, a silent record of my obsession. When the last system was cleared, I slid the hatch closed, exhaled, and rolled my shoulders to loosen the tension I hadn’t noticed building in my neck.

Up on deck, Miami looked different at this hour, brighter, more brittle, the city’s glass towers catching the lowering sun and fracturing it into a thousand knives of light. The marina’s voice was a layered thing: gulls screeching overhead, the slap of halyards against masts, someone blasting bad Latin pop from a party barge a few slips down. I filtered it out as I checked the winches and did a fingertip inspection along the stainless handrails, then ducked into the cockpit to review the digital logs. Nothing out of place.

That’s when I heard the laughter, muffled but growing, drifting in from the land side of the dock. I could tell, even from a distance, that it was a group, male voices at first, deeper and competitive, then higher ones threading through in little bursts, the edge of a cackle, the musical staccato of a private joke. There was a rhythm to it. I paused, hand resting on the helm, and waited for the punchline to land.

It did, and with it the shock of recognition. The main one belonged to Adam Carter, unmistakable, loud enough to set off car alarms. He’d been my best friend since a failed prank freshman year at Georgia Tech had landed us in the hospital with matching concussions and matching demerits. His laugh was how I’d always known he was in a room, or a stadium, or three boats away in a hurricane. Mark Hollis would be the second, lower, precise, and clipped like every syllable was being cross-examined in a court martial. And then there were the women.

For a second, I let the din fade behind the thick polycarbonate of the cockpit windows and focused on my reflection in the glass: tan face, short brown hair, a ragged streak of old sunburn at my hairline, shirt open at the throat because I hated the feel of anything tight. I didn’t look like the man who’d sold a navigation startup for nine figures. I looked like the man who’d just finished rebuilding a boat with his own hands, which was true. I found it reassuring.

But as the voices drew closer, their rhythm changing from aimless to anticipatory, my heart did a strange thing: it stuttered, just slightly, and then picked up. The old instincts: you can’t control what you don’t see coming. I ran a hand through my hair, wiped the sweat off my palm, and stepped out onto the main deck. The western sun hit me square in the eyes and for a moment I couldn’t see the group at all, just a moving silhouette at the head of the pier.

They came on in a wave. Adam led the charge, arms windmilling, rolling a stack of high-end luggage behind him like he was quarterbacking a playoff drive down the dock. Right behind him was Mark, navy suit jacket perfectly tailored even in this heat, stride as regular as a metronome. Then the girls: Emma and Kylie, Adam’s two daughters, walking together, their movements so different you’d never believe they were sisters. Emma carried herself like she’d already been appointed mayor of whatever city she happened to be in, upright and smiling in a way that drew people in. Kylie, the younger one, was pure energy, barely contained by her mesh shorts and tank top, sprinting ahead and then circling back, like a border collie on Red Bull. There were others, friends or boyfriends, I couldn’t tell from this distance, but I recognized Summer from the photos: blonde hair bright as a flare, arms full of tote bags, walking backwards as she talked animatedly at a guy who looked like a fitness-model version of a scarecrow.

The wind shifted and carried their words up the dock. I caught snippets. Adam’s voice: “—I swear to God, Hollis, the last time I drank mojitos was the night before Kylie was born—” then laughter, then Mark, drier, “You have no memory of that night, so technically you can’t confirm,” and more laughter. The girls were swapping rapid-fire gossip about someone’s Instagram, and the young men behind them, boyfriends, apparently, were trading sports banter with a weirdly combative undercurrent. I wondered if Adam or Mark had warned them about the captain. I wondered if it would have mattered.

I ran my hand over the caprail again, grounding myself with the smooth, sun-warmed wood. This was the crew I’d be living with, day in, day out, on a boat with as much privacy as a lifeboat for the next thirty days. I tried to remember if any of them had mentioned in their emails being allergic to shellfish, or if anyone had a habit of getting seasick within sight of land. Nothing came to mind.

As they hit the final stretch of dock, Adam saw me and threw up both hands like a prizefighter, voice booming, “Captain Cole! Is this your ship or just your new bachelor pad?” I felt the heat rise in my face, not embarrassment but something more dangerous, a flash of pride, a flare of old camaraderie, but also a spike of anxiety, because Adam always liked to test the boundaries. And there were boundaries, now, as sharp as the shadow lines across True North’s deck.

I straightened, bracing for impact, and tried to look like a man who could handle thirty days at sea with a ticking time bomb of old friends, their beautiful daughters, and whatever the hell else they’d brought with them. The laughter drew closer, louder, and I closed my eyes for a second, breathing in the scent of salt, teak, and the faint perfume of whatever new disaster was about to board my ship.

Thirty days. The clock started now.

***

Adam took the last three steps of the dock at a run, and I braced for the impact. He met me with a bear hug that forced the breath out of my lungs and, for a second, we were eighteen again, him loud and brash, me trying not to get crushed. He thumped my back twice with enough force to jostle my spine.

“Damn, Cap,” he boomed, stepping back to look me over. “You still make me look like I’m aging in dog years.”

I grinned and shook my head. “That’s because you drink like one.”

He barked a laugh and clapped me on the shoulder. “Truth. Hey—” he stepped aside and swept his arm toward the first of the entourage, a shapely woman I recognized from photos but who’d changed in every possible way since the summers we spent babysitting her and Kylie. “This is Emma,” he said, beaming. “She’s home from the ICU trenches for a whole month, if you can believe it.”

Emma Carter looked nothing like the kid who used to beg me for piggyback rides. Her hair was still honey-brown, but now it fell loose around her shoulders, catching light in streaks, and her eyes, same as Adam’s, wide and relentlessly earnest, seemed even warmer, softer, like they could take a secret and tuck it away for good. She wore a faded blue sundress that matched the color of the water in Bimini’s flats, and when she smiled, I caught the echo of the sweet kid in the adult she’d become.

“Hey, Cap,” she said, using the old nickname. Then she closed the space between us and, before I could stick out my hand, went in for a hug.

She held on just a second longer than normal, then eased back and pressed her palm lightly to my forearm. “You smell like the boat,” she said, eyes crinkling. “And sunscreen and something else… is that hydraulic fluid?”

“Habit,” I said, too aware of how small her hand looked against my arm. “Nothing ever runs perfectly. That’s why I’m here.”

She laughed, low and genuine, and I felt a weird mixture of pride and discomfort. I wondered what else she’d noticed, if she could sense the nervous energy under my skin. She released my arm, but her fingers trailed down it, as if mapping something to memory, and then she stepped aside.

Adam’s next move was pure theater. He grabbed the wrist of the young woman just behind Emma, barely shorter than her, but with a different build, lean and athletic, her sun-bleached hair pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail—and yanked her forward like he was launching her onto a stage.

“And this is Kylie,” he announced, half-proud, half-worried. “She’s—well, she’s Kylie.”

The girl rolled her eyes, but her mouth tugged into a smirk. “You make it sound like a disease.”

She looked me up and down, openly, and offered her hand for a shake. I took it, and found her grip unexpectedly strong, her palm dry, her skin callused in a way that told me she spent real time outside, not just on a treadmill. We locked eyes, and the expression on her face was pure challenge, like she was measuring me against a checklist I didn’t know I was being tested on.

“Captain Cole,” she said, voice pitched lower than I remembered. “You actually look like your press photos. But older.”

She held my hand a moment longer than protocol required, then let go, standing perfectly at ease with her weight on one hip, not breaking eye contact.

Adam just laughed, but his voice carried an edge this time. “She’s got a boyfriend now,” he said, and jerked his chin at the muscled slab of a man standing behind her, arms crossed over a white tank top. “Ryder. Good kid. Full ride at University of Miami. Don’t mess with him unless you want to get deadlifted into the next time zone.”

Ryder stepped forward and, without breaking his gaze from me, shook my hand. His grip was a deliberate flex of strength, the kind of handshake that was designed to transmit power. His hair was cut high and tight, and his forearms were crisscrossed with veins and ink. He smiled, but not with his eyes.

“Pleasure to meet you, sir,” he said, in a tone that tried for polite but landed somewhere just shy of a warning.

I didn’t mind. I’d been on enough boats and in enough boardrooms to know the difference between posturing and a real threat. Ryder was just marking territory. I squeezed back, then released.

Kylie reached up and poked his shoulder. “Relax, Ry. Cap’s not your competition.”

He shot her a look, but she only grinned wider, leaning into him like she was both taunting and reassuring at once.

Behind them, two more women and another man clustered together, their luggage already taking over the dock. One of the women, petite, golden blonde, with a killer tan and an actual shell necklace, was Summer. I’d seen her in the photo attachments Adam had sent but in person she looked more intense, more dangerous. She wasn’t just tanned, she was sun-bleached, like she spent every day of her life at the edge of some risky decision.

She made a beeline for me, sunglasses perched on her head, arms outstretched like we were old friends.

“Captain Everett!” she sang, and before I could retreat, she pulled me into a hug that was full-body and lingering, soft breasts against my chest, bare feet tipping her up to my height. “You have no idea how much I’ve needed this trip.”

She released me, but stayed close enough that I could smell coconut lotion and a hint of ocean on her skin. “If you need anyone to help with deck duty, I’m a certified dinghy instructor. And a certified pain in the ass,” she added, deadpan.

The boyfriend, a pretty boy in mirrored shades, hair gelled to a perfect wave, hung back and watched with a neutral smile, but something about the way his gaze moved over Summer’s shoulder made it clear he was taking inventory of every interaction. He offered a brief handshake, introduced himself as Chase, and immediately shifted his attention to the nearest reflective surface, adjusting his collar.

Summer glanced back at him, then rolled her eyes at me as if to say, Yeah, I know.

I let the introductions cycle out, each new handshake and hug feeding a growing sense of pressure in my chest. It wasn’t anxiety, not exactly, it was the realization that I had no playbook for this group, no experience keeping so many volatile personalities happy in such tight quarters. The last time I’d been in charge of a crew this size, half of them were Navy vets and the rest were just mean drunks. This felt more dangerous.

Emma stepped up beside me, hands folded in front of her, and lowered her voice. “Are you okay? You look a little… off.”

“Just adjusting to the new manifest,” I said, forcing a smile.

She nodded. “It’s a lot. Dad didn’t warn you, did he?”

“He never does.”

She smiled at that, and the look lingered, a little too long. I caught her gaze drifting down my arm to my hand, where I was unconsciously flexing the fingers. She hesitated, then reached out and put her hand over mine.

“Promise you’ll ask for help if you need it?” she said, quiet and serious.

The sensation of her palm, so small and soft over my skin, caught me off guard. For a second, I imagined us back at Adam’s old place on the lake, her climbing onto my lap with a coloring book and demanding I draw a pirate ship for her. She was a woman now, and the look in her eyes was all adult. That reality hit me with unexpected force.

“I promise,” I said, and tried to pull my hand away gently, but she squeezed it before letting go.

At the other end of the dock, Mark Hollis had finally detached himself from the last of his phone calls. He strode over, perfectly pressed and impossibly composed, his face locked in the same neutral as always. He shook my hand with efficient, two-pump precision.

“Cole. You look well,” he said, voice like steel cable.

“Thanks, Mark. You too.”

He nodded, then surveyed the chaos on the dock. “I brought my girls, as discussed. And their plus-ones. Hope that doesn’t complicate your plans.”

“Complicates everything, but in a good way,” I said.

He looked at me then, searching for some sign of irony, and when he didn’t find it, relaxed by half a percent.

The two young women with him, his daughters, both with his eyes, stood off to the side, observing with the cool detachment of royal offspring at a court function. Tessa, the younger, was red-haired and slight, clutching a battered leather notebook to her chest. She smiled at me, small and hesitant, but didn’t move closer. Brooke, the older one, was statuesque, platinum blonde, every inch her father’s daughter in posture and gaze. She didn’t smile, just gave me a curt nod that somehow felt both respectful and dismissive.

Mark motioned to them. “Brooke, Tessa, this is Captain Everett. He’ll be in charge.”

Brooke’s handshake was firm, businesslike. “I’ve read your papers on weather routing,” she said. “I’m studying for my offshore captain’s certification. If you need backup on helm, I can do six-hour shifts.”

I didn’t know whether to be impressed or intimidated. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Tessa’s hand was softer, her grip tentative, but her eyes were all intelligence. “I keep a log,” she said, tapping her notebook. “If you want copies of the voyage after, I can send them.”

“Please,” I said, and meant it.

Introductions over, the group started to break up, the girls gathering on the deck and comparing cabins, the men hauling bags up the gangway and stacking them in a heap near the main salon. Summer snagged a can of sparkling water from the galley fridge and perched on a rail, legs swinging, watching the whole operation with a lazy smile.

“Are they always like this?” she asked me, voice pitched low.

“Only when they’re awake,” I replied.

She laughed, and I couldn’t help but join her. The tension eased just a notch.

From the corner of my eye, I caught Kylie watching us, her gaze unreadable. When she noticed me looking back, she smiled, not mocking, not aggressive, just a simple, genuine smile. It unsettled me more than anything else that day.

Adam reappeared with a bottle of bourbon and two glasses, gesturing me over to the transom. “Last chance for a drink before we’re on the clock,” he said, pouring a healthy splash into both. “You nervous?”

I took the glass and stared into the gold liquid, letting the scent sting my nose before I drank. “Not nervous,” I said, and realized it was mostly true. “Just… curious what happens next.”

He raised his glass. “Here’s to that.”

We drank, and the bourbon burned a line down my throat, sharp and clean.

On deck, Emma and Summer were already laughing over something, heads bent together. The wind picked up, flapping the sun awning, and Kylie was showing Ryder something on her phone, faces close enough to almost touch. The hull vibrated under my feet, as if the True North herself was anxious to get underway.

I looked at the cluster of people, their voices tangled together, and for a second it felt like family. Not the one I was born with, but one I’d built piece by piece, over years of shared risk and laughter and bad decisions. I wondered if I could hold them all together for thirty days. I wondered if, by the end, any of us would want to.

A hand touched my shoulder, light but decisive. I turned to find Emma behind me, her eyes unreadable in the last light of day.

“Ready for your maiden voyage?” she asked.

“Ask me tomorrow,” I said.

She grinned, and in that moment, I saw every version of her, the little girl, the teenager, and the woman who could look at me with that kind of knowing.

The sun slid behind the skyline, lighting the water with one last flare of gold. I stood there, feeling the world tilt, knowing that once we cast off lines in the morning, there’d be no turning back.

***

Mark Hollis waited until the last of Adam’s bourbon-induced laughter faded before he made his approach. He walked like the deck was a parade ground, every step placed with intention, no wasted energy. The lines at the corners of his mouth gave away nothing, but I knew from old experience that Mark’s version of emotion was a micro-expression at best.

“Cole,” he said, and shook my hand the way they teach you in Annapolis: once, twice, release.

“Mark,” I said, matching his precision.

He nodded, then turned to the young couple trailing behind him. Tessa wore her red hair pulled into a loose braid, her notebook still clutched against her chest. The man beside her matched the profile sheet I'd memorized: Evan Mills, 26, environmental law student. In person, his severe side part and thick-framed glasses gave him a more anxious look than his photograph had suggested. He offered a polite, almost apologetic smile and kept a respectful distance.

"You've met my daughter," Mark said. "This is her companion, Evan."

Tessa's eyes found mine again, this time with a hint of something deeper I couldn’t quite name. She clutched her notebook against her chest, but she shifted it to one arm to reach for the railing between us, her fingertips brushing against mine as we both steadied ourselves against the yacht's gentle sway. The brief contact lingered, warm, deliberate, nothing like the hesitant introduction from earlier.

"I've been thinking about what you said about keeping logs," she said, her voice still quiet but steadier now. "I might have questions later, if that's all right."

Her gaze lingered on my face a moment longer than necessary, as though confirming something she'd already decided, before she released my hand with deliberate slowness.

“Of course,” I said. “My door’s always open.”

Evan stepped forward, nodding deferentially. “Evan Mills. I’ve never been on a yacht this size. It’s… impressive.”

“Thank you,” I said, giving him a quick once-over. He didn’t look like someone who could swim in open water, but he also didn’t look like he’d ever complain about seasickness. I filed the information away.

Tessa lingered, eyes drifting over the deck, then back to me. “May I ask how you decided on the name?”

I blinked. “True North? Always liked the metaphor. No matter what, you orient by it. Even when everything else is noise.”

She smiled, a little brighter this time. “It’s a good name.”

There was a pause, not quite awkward, but full of the kind of meaning that usually took days at sea to develop. Mark checked his watch, already impatient, and motioned the two toward the main salon to get out of the heat.

As they disappeared, a shadow moved behind the mainsail. Another young woman, olive skin, dark hair in a thick braid, bare feet. She wore a cream linen shirt tied at the waist, with soft yoga pants that clung to her hips and left little to the imagination. She noticed me noticing her, then looked quickly away, lips pressed together.

“Hey,” she said, voice so soft I almost missed it.

She kept her gaze low as she crossed the deck, but when she reached me, she looked up, and for just a second, her blue eyes cut right through. There was a nervous energy about her, like she expected to be rebuked at any moment.

“I’m Lila,” she said, barely more than a whisper. “Tessa’s friend.”

She offered her hand. I took it, gentler than before, and felt the tremor in her grip. But then, as I met her eyes, she returned the look with a steadiness that didn’t match her shyness.

“Welcome aboard,” I said.

She nodded, then seemed to fold into herself, moving on to help Tessa with the bags.

The deck felt suddenly smaller. The women, the girls, I corrected myself, filled the space with laughter and low, excited voices, already forming cliques and alliances. The men, Adam and Mark and the boyfriends, each gravitated to their own patch of shade or line of sight, monitoring and organizing and, in Mark’s case, pretending not to watch the rest of us at all.

But it was impossible not to watch. Emma and Summer were already standing at the bow, comparing the fit and finish of the handrails; Kylie was teaching Ryder how to rig the shade awning, deliberately outpacing him and reveling in every time she had to correct his knots. Tessa and Lila stood aft, leaning against the rail, Lila showing Tessa something on her phone, photos, maybe, or poetry, or some private joke that made Tessa’s face light up in a way I hadn’t seen since she came aboard.

Brooke appeared at the top of the companionway, platinum blonde hair now pulled into a flawless bun that somehow survived the wind off the marina. Her posture had shifted since our earlier introduction, shoulders squared, chin higher, as though she'd settled into her role on board. She scanned the deck with the precision of a tactical drone before striding directly to me.

"I've been thinking about our conversation," she said, her voice carrying the same clipped efficiency as her father's. "About my training hours."

She held out her hand, nails short and unpainted, her handshake quick and professional. "I found your article in Yachting World. The one about redundant autopilot systems."

I arched an eyebrow. "That was a while ago."

"Still relevant," she said, with a little shrug. "For my Yachtmaster Ocean. If you need a backup on bridge, I'd like to observe your process."

It was the first time I’d been challenged like that by someone under twenty-five. I felt my lips twitch into an involuntary smile.

“I’ll put you on the roster,” I said. “But we do things by the book here. You’ll need to log hours and report directly to me.”

She nodded. “Understood.”

With that, she broke off and headed to the bow, where Emma and Summer were now seated on the sun pads, their legs stretched out and bare, toes grazing each other as they talked.

I retreated to the upper deck, where the helm was, and watched as the rest of the group stowed luggage and laid claim to cabins. From up here, the sounds of the city faded away, replaced by the hollow resonance of footsteps on fiberglass, the clatter of stainless fixtures, the hissing breath of the wind as it tunneled through the rigging.

I exhaled slowly, feeling the pressure in my chest ease a little.

The marina was full now, slips crammed with chartered catamarans and rental fishing boats, but True North sat proud and still, every curve of her hull reflected in the gold-streaked water. I took a rag and started polishing the already-clean glass of the chartplotter, more for the ritual than the result.

Below, I could see Emma move among the group, collecting drink orders and checking that everyone had enough sunscreen. She’d always had that caretaker streak. She caught my eye, raised an imaginary glass, and smiled. I raised my own, invisible, in response.

A voice behind me broke the calm.

“Permission to join you on the bridge, Captain?”

It was Brooke, standing at the top of the ladder. She was already holding a clipboard and a pencil.

“Granted,” I said.

She stepped up to the helm station and immediately started inventorying the controls, her eyes darting between the displays and the manual switches. I let her work, watching in silence. After a few minutes, she looked up.

“Is it weird to you? Having all of us here?”

I considered that. “Weird, yes. But good. I’ve sailed with strangers. This—” I gestured at the laughter below—“is an upgrade.”

She nodded, and for the first time, her military bearing faded. Her shoulders relaxed a fraction as she glanced down at her father on the deck below. "Dad's hovering. He'll never admit it, but this is the first time he's had to share authority over us with someone else."

"I've noticed."

She glanced down at the group, then back at me. “Do you think it’s dangerous? What we’re doing?”

“The boat is safe,” I said, and let the rest hang unsaid.

She smirked. “I was thinking more about the people.”

I laughed, and she relaxed, a flash of something vulnerable crossing her face. She closed the clipboard and set it aside, then leaned forward, elbows on the stainless coaming, eyes on the horizon.

“I like it up here,” she said, so quietly I barely heard.

“Me too,” I replied.

We stayed like that until the sun began to drop toward the water, and the temperature shifted from blistering to perfect.

By six, everyone had found their berths, and the galley was alive with the smell of fresh-baked bread and onions sautéing in olive oil. Adam had commandeered the drinks station, and was already trying to outdo himself with mai tais. Mark nursed a single beer in the corner, reading a paperback he’d probably brought for show.

The girls, now changed into shorts and loose t-shirts, drifted between the salon and the deck, voices merging into a single, fluctuating tide of sound. Every so often, I caught someone glancing up at the bridge, and each time I felt the strange, electric thrill of being observed. The ship was alive, not just with machinery and purpose, but with the unpredictable magnetism of people, of women, specifically, whose presence seemed to double the energy in every square foot of hull.

At sunset, I called the group together for a quick safety brief. Adam and Mark took flanking positions by the sliding door, arms crossed, while the women gathered on the sofas, some with legs tucked under, some perched on the backs, all of them watching me.

I went through the usual: muster points, life jackets, satellite comms. Emma listened with a nurse’s attention, taking mental notes. Kylie made faces at Ryder, who pretended to be asleep, then poked him in the ribs until he yelped. Summer sat between Chase and Lila, one hand on each of their knees, fingers moving in little absent circles as she listened. Brooke and Tessa sat together, mirroring each other’s posture, eyes fixed on me like jurors at a trial.

When I finished, I asked for questions. None, which was a first. Adam raised his glass in a mock toast, and everyone else followed suit, even the boyfriends, who seemed less sure of their place in this small society than the women did.

“Welcome to the beginning of your thirty days in paradise,” I said. “Or purgatory, depending on how well you get along.”

That got a laugh, and the ice officially broke.

Afterwards, I slipped back up to the helm and checked the lines one more time. The marina’s evening lights had come up, painting the water in neon and pastel stripes. I flipped the master switch, powered up the nav, and keyed the intercom.

“All hands, ten minutes to cast off.”

The group mobilized, Emma and Summer on lines, Kylie and Ryder at the bow, Tessa and Lila bringing up fenders. Even the boyfriends moved with purpose, eager to prove they belonged. Mark handled the shore power disconnect with silent efficiency.

The moment before departure was always the quietest part of a voyage. I let the hum of the engines vibrate through my legs, listened to the low whine of the inverter, watched as the last dockhands made their way up the pier and out of sight.

I reached for the throttle, then paused, looking back at the salon. Through the glass, I saw all of them, Adam grinning, Mark stone-faced, the women clustered at the rail, hair blowing in the first breath of offshore wind.

The air was thick with salt, sweat, and something else, a tension I couldn’t quite name, but which felt like the click of a combination lock just before it opens. For the first time since the investors had forced this voyage on me, I felt the weight of possibility. The uncertainty. The temptation.

I pushed the throttle forward, and True North pulled away from the dock, slow and sure, her hull knifing through the reflected city lights.

As we cleared the breakwater, the sun finally dipped below the horizon, setting the sky on fire. Behind me, I heard laughter, Emma’s, then Summer’s, then all of them together, rising above the growl of the diesel.

I smiled, hands steady on the wheel, and steered us toward open water, knowing every mile would bring us closer to the thing I’d spent a lifetime running toward and maybe, finally, ready to let myself want.

The night breeze tasted like freedom and risk, and I found myself laughing too, at nothing and everything, as the city shrank behind us and the world ahead opened wide.


Chapter two
Rules of Engagement


The second day at sea dawned with blue so vivid it felt staged, but by late afternoon, wind had picked up just enough to send a salt sting into every word spoken on deck. That was how I liked it: the True North under tension, not so much as a creak from her hull, all the little problems and personalities of her passengers vibrating just beneath the calm. It was the right time for the first real safety briefing, two days out, long enough for everyone to get over the thrill of departure and settle into their pecking order.

I called everyone to the main deck at sixteen hundred, making a point of using ship’s time and not local, just to set the tone. Adam and Mark were on the upper settee, already nursing cold beers in koozies that clashed with the boat’s aesthetic but not their own. The women took up the forward half of the port sun pad, stretched out like a row of bathing mermaids: Emma in athletic shorts and a hospital tee, Summer already in her bikini and nothing else, Brooke and Tessa in matching white polos, Kylie with her head on Lila’s lap while she scrolled through a phone at double speed. The boyfriends, Ryder, Chase, and Evan, clustered at the rail nearest the salon door, looking like they’d been called to detention for something they still considered a prank.

I stood at the helm, one hand resting on the stainless, and waited for the last stragglers to find a seat. The sea was steady, only a low chop visible in the distance, but I kept my eyes on the horizon until everyone shut up and looked my way.

“Welcome to the mandatory portion of your luxury cruise,” I said. Adam snorted. “This will be the only time I expect you to listen to me without a drink in your hand, so make it count.”

A few grins, some groans. It was a crowd that wanted to look bored but was too polite to risk missing something important.

“First,” I continued, “this yacht is a closed system. We have triple redundancy on nav, power, and comms, but if you do something dumb—if you leave a hatch open in a squall, or toss a cigarette off the transom, or fall overboard trying to get a better selfie—it’s not my insurance policy that gets shredded, it’s you.”

I let that hang for a beat. “So. Safety.”

I picked up a life jacket from the locker under the starboard seat and held it up. “These are Type One inflatables. Automatic and manual triggers, both. There’s one in every cabin, plus spares in all common areas.” I snapped it open, demonstrating the dual pull-cords, then buckled it over my shirt. “You don’t have to wear them all the time. If I call ‘jackets on,’ that means you put one on and you don’t take it off until I say otherwise.”

I could feel the eyes on me. Evan, the boyfriend with the dark-rimmed glasses, actually produced a small, leather notebook and began writing. I caught Chase watching him, jaw tight, as though the act of taking notes was a direct challenge to his manhood.

Ryder, by contrast, had leaned back against the rail with his arms crossed, chin up, phone balanced in his palm as he thumbed through what I assumed was an endless scroll of sports highlights. He never looked up.

“Next,” I said, “if you hear the alarm, you muster in the main salon, starboard side, as quickly as possible. No exceptions. If the alarm is real, the life rafts auto-deploy from the transom. There are enough seats for everyone plus the crew, but only if you don’t try to bring your goddamn phones or GoPros with you.”

That earned a laugh from the girls. Summer actually clapped, which made Emma roll her eyes and Kylie giggle into Lila’s stomach. I glanced over to see if Mark Hollis was watching his daughters, but his attention was on me, eyes narrowed, maybe checking my performance for protocol. I nodded back, just slightly.

“If there’s a fire,” I continued, “it will start in the galley, the engine room, or the electrical panel under the nav station. If you smell smoke or see a flicker, you do not try to put it out. You get above deck and stay put. I don’t care how many fire drills you had at camp—”

I saw a flicker of amusement in Brooke’s face, and for a split second, she looked about twelve years old again, legs too long for her body, all elbows and judgment. “I have actual fire certifications,” she said, matter-of-fact, raising her hand.

“Noted,” I said. “If you want, you can run fire team one. But you still get above deck if I say so.”

That got a nod from her, an adult’s nod, not the petulant one I remembered from childhood. Tessa, next to her, looked like she wanted to ask something, but just clutched her notebook tighter and waited.

I ran through the rest of it: how to use the sat phone (“Don’t call your ex, unless you want her to hear you crying in a hurricane”), where the first aid kits were stowed, how to operate the EPIRB in an emergency (“You’ll know it’s an emergency because I’ll be the one screaming”). I demonstrated the harness points along the deck, and made a mental note of who actually paid attention to the clicks and snaps as I hooked in the carabiners. Evan, definitely; Chase, sort of; Ryder, not at all.

I wrapped up with, “If you have questions, ask them. If you have complaints, file them with the Caribbean Sea.”

A few more laughs, and then, from the upper settee, Adam piped up. “What about the rules on skinny dipping?”

“Allowed after sunset,” I said, without missing a beat. “But only off the stern ladder, and only if you let me know first. I don’t need to fish anyone out in the dark.”

Summer raised a hand, smiling wickedly. “What about sunrise?”

“That’s discretionary,” I said. “Depending on the mood of the captain.”

Kylie immediately started heckling from her spot on the sun pad, but Emma just shook her head and muttered something to herself. I noted, with a touch of guilt, how much I liked seeing her smile even when she tried not to.

I scanned the deck, making sure no one was fidgeting to leave, then leaned forward just enough to catch everyone’s attention. “One more thing. You’re all adults. You can party, you can relax, but you respect the boundaries of the boat and the people on it. If anyone tries to make this trip a living hell for someone else, I will put you off at the next port, and you’ll fly home commercial.”

I aimed the line at the whole group, but my eyes fell on Ryder, who had just pocketed his phone and was now staring at me, unblinking.

“Questions?” I said, not breaking the look.

He shrugged. “Not unless you plan to throw me overboard.”

I smiled, keeping it even. “Only if you ask nicely.”

The tension broke, and the group dispersed. Adam started pouring drinks again; the girls took up positions at the aft deck, ready to watch the sunset; and the boyfriends drifted to the port rail, talking quietly among themselves.

I stayed by the helm, hands on the wheel, letting the hum of the boat and the rhythm of the ocean wash away whatever adrenaline lingered from the briefing. There was an art to setting the tone, enough authority to be obeyed, enough humor to be forgiven for it. I was never sure if I got it right, but the True North always responded well to balance.

As the sky shifted toward orange, I watched the group break into smaller constellations: Emma and Summer laughing together, their legs tangled over a deck pillow; Brooke and Tessa debating something with their heads almost touching; Kylie darting around with Lila, both of them shrieking with laughter as they tried to prank the galley’s motion-sensor faucet.

And on the port side, the three boyfriends: Ryder always posturing, always aware of his own shadow; Chase, scanning the group and adjusting his stance every time Summer glanced his way; Evan, head bent over his notebook, chronicling the voyage in tidy, perfect lines.

I caught Ryder’s eye once more as he looked over, then looked away.

Some boundaries, I knew, would be tested before we made it to the first island.

I slipped the life jacket back into its locker, closed the hatch with a click, and returned to the helm. Ahead, the world was nothing but sky, water, and the quiet promise of thirty days to figure out which rules mattered and which ones never really had.

***

By eighteen hundred the wind had shifted, curling up from the southeast and bringing the first trace of real weather since we’d cleared Miami. The sun was still hours from setting, but on the open water it felt later; the light had a heavier quality, gold turned to brass, and the temperature dropped just enough that the deck’s synthetic teak felt cool to bare feet.

I finished locking down the helm and was about to check the generator room when Adam appeared at my elbow, beer in each hand. He wore a faded Georgia Tech football tee that strained across his shoulders, and his face shone with the sweat of a man who never learned moderation.

“Debrief at the stern, Cap,” he said, and pressed the cold can into my palm before I could argue. “Mark’s already staking out territory.”

I let him lead me aft, the two of us navigating around a coil of untended line that had migrated across the deck, courtesy of Kylie or maybe Summer. Adam didn’t even see it. He never saw the tripwires, just barreled through life like the physics of mass and momentum didn’t apply. The smell of yeast and cheap hops chased us all the way to the stern platform, where Mark waited in a deck chair, posture perfect, bottle of German beer sweating on the table at his side.

Adam sat with a thump, spreading his knees wide and letting his arms drape over the chair’s back. I took the middle seat, watching as Mark poured his beer into a chilled glass with the reverence of a religious ritual.

“Nice briefing,” Mark said, eyes on the rising head of foam.

“Didn’t know you were taking notes,” I said.

He shrugged. “You were better than the Navy safety officer they sent before my last deployment. Less condescending.”

“That’s because Cole isn’t a professional buzzkill,” Adam said, and winked at me. “That’s my job.”

They both laughed, Mark’s version just a twitch at the mouth. I took a sip, and for a minute we just watched the sun’s reflection stretch and break across the wake behind the boat.

Adam was the first to speak, as always. “Remember that storm in the Keys?” he said, voice already going up a register with the memory. “Three days on that old Catalina with the janky engine?”

Mark snorted. “The engine was fine. The operator was hungover.”

“I was concussed! Cap here,”—Adam jerked his thumb at me—“beaned me with a winch handle the night before.”

“Because you refused to wear the damn harness,” I said, grinning. “You spent the entire trip trying to prove the laws of gravity didn’t apply to you.”

He laughed, deep and open, then slapped my back with a meaty hand. “That’s what I’m talking about. See, these days, everything’s so safe. You can’t even light a grill without reading a twelve-page disclaimer. But back then—”

Mark interrupted, “—back then, you set the standing record for number of times vomiting over the lifelines in a single crossing. Still unbroken.”

Adam made a show of indignation, but didn’t deny it. “All guts, all glory, baby.”

I glanced forward, across the length of the True North, and saw the younger generation scattered in little knots: Emma and Summer at the bow, heads together and shoulders touching; Brooke and Tessa running some kind of study session at the cockpit table, charts and manuals open between them; the boyfriends clustered near the midships grill, Ryder flexing his biceps at every opportunity, Chase quietly watching, Evan scribbling in his notebook.

I wondered what, if anything, they’d remember from this trip in twenty years. Would they be like us—graying, paunched, still dining out on the same five stories? Or would they see it as just another series of posts, a thing you did so you could say you’d done it?

Adam followed my gaze, and for a rare moment, he was quiet.

“You think they’ll be okay?” he said, softer.

I took a slow pull from my beer, letting the cold numb my teeth.

“They’ll be fine,” I said. “They’re tougher than they look. Besides, they have us.”

Mark raised an eyebrow at that, then looked pointedly at Adam. “They have you, at least. My girls would mutiny if I so much as tried to check their sunscreen.”

“Parenting by absentee ballot,” Adam said, half proud, half regretful. “At least they’re not getting arrested. Or pregnant.”

“Yet,” Mark replied, deadpan.

That got another round of laughter, and I joined in, feeling the warmth in my chest that only comes from being exactly where you’re supposed to be, with the people who know you best.

The beers went down easy. We traded more stories: the time Mark got kicked out of a Turkish port for correcting the harbormaster’s knotwork; the weekend Adam tried to grill a whole pig on a twenty-two-foot daysailer and nearly set the marina ablaze. The world shrank to a circle of memory and the thump of my heart against my ribs.

Eventually, the talk turned practical.

“So, what’s our next landfall?” Adam asked, tilting his can upside-down to drain the last drop.

“Emerald Bay,” I said. “Two days, if the wind holds.”

Mark nodded, but his mind was already calculating. “Barometer’s dropping faster than forecast. Squalls?”

“Maybe,” I said. “Nothing ugly. I’ll wake you if it gets interesting.”

“I’d rather you didn’t,” Adam said, stretching his arms above his head. “I plan on being unconscious.”

“Some things never change,” Mark said, but he said it with a softness that surprised me.

Adam glanced at his watch, then downed the rest of his beer. “I should check on the girls before they convince Kylie to jump off the bow again.” He got up, clapped my shoulder, and gave Mark a little salute. “Gentlemen.”

He wandered off, whistling some old college fight song. I watched him go, the set of his shoulders looser than I’d seen in years.

Mark lingered, swirling the dregs of his beer in the glass.

“She’s a good boat,” he said, almost to himself.

“She is,” I agreed.

He was silent for a long time, then, “You ever regret it? Selling the company? Walking away from all that?”

The question caught me off guard. I’d been asked before, by interviewers, by lawyers, by old friends from the world I’d left, but never by Mark, never with that particular note of curiosity and something else beneath it.

“No,” I said, after a moment. “I regret not doing it sooner.”

He nodded, like he already knew. “That’s what I thought.”

Another silence, but not uncomfortable.

“I trust you with them,” Mark said, so quiet I almost missed it.

I stared at the horizon, letting Mark's words sink in. He trusted me with his daughters, Adam’s too. The weight of that trust pressed against my chest while my mind betrayed me with flashes of Emma's careful competence, Kylie's bold confidence, Brooke's quiet intensity, Tessa's searching eyes, Summer's electric presence, Lila's steady calm. Each one had slipped under my defenses in different ways, leaving me fighting urges I had no business feeling. I swallowed hard against the guilt. "I know," I replied.

Then he drained his glass and, with military precision, placed it in the holder and got to his feet.

“See you at oh six hundred, Captain,” he said, and disappeared below deck.

I sat alone for a few minutes, the sky now streaked with the first hints of pink and purple. The laughter from the foredeck had subsided to a low hum, and I could hear the faint strains of a ukulele, Summer’s, probably, or maybe Kylie’s, floating above the hiss of the water.

I finished my beer, then leaned back and let the chair cradle my weight. The sea was still smooth, but in the distance, I could see the first dark smear of clouds on the horizon.

Tomorrow would be another long day. But for now, it was enough to sit with the memory of old storms, and the knowledge that, at least for a while, we were all exactly where we were meant to be.

***

Dusk was always the best hour on the water, when the wind slowed, the sunlight slipped to a low, amber angle, and the ocean felt like it belonged to us alone. I took the lull as a chance to cycle through the navigation suite one more time before evening. I’d made it halfway down the portside when I saw the door to the bridge open with the slow, deliberate caution of someone who didn’t want to interrupt.

Brooke appeared on the step, backlit by the glow of the touchscreen display behind her. She didn’t look like the sort of woman who snuck up on people, but she moved quietly, shoulders squared, arms at her sides in a kind of formal at-ease. Her hair, loose earlier in the day, was now pulled back into a severe French braid that somehow made her look older and younger at the same time.

“Captain Everett,” she said. Not “Cole.” The formality was deliberate, and I felt myself responding in kind.

“Brooke.”

She nodded once, then took a few steps forward, stopping exactly six feet away. “May I observe your next navigation cycle?”

I raised an eyebrow, but her expression was unreadable. “You want to watch me input the waypoints?”

“I’d like to run them with you. Start to finish.”

I considered, then nodded. “You can do the logging?”

She nodded crisply. “Aye, Captain.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Let’s get you started, then.”

She stepped closer, and for the next ten minutes, we worked the controls together. She was methodical, her hands moved with economy, fingers barely touching the screen before she’d already memorized the next action. When I made an adjustment, she watched, blue eyes ticking back and forth between my hands and the data fields as if she could absorb the process by osmosis. Every so often, she’d make a soft note in a small, waterproofed notebook.

When we were done, she turned to face me fully, hands behind her back. “I’d like to request formal training shifts. Starting tomorrow morning, zero six hundred.”

She said it as though she expected to be challenged. I remembered Mark’s comment about her drive, about wanting to be first in every qualification.

“Zero six hundred,” I said, matching her tone. “You’ll stand helm with me. We’ll cover practical, then theory.”

Her posture softened by a millimeter. “Thank you.”

“Is this for a test?” I asked.

She hesitated, then said, “Yachtmaster exam. In August. Dad doesn’t know.”

I smiled. “He will, the first time you show up with a tan line from the helm.”

She almost smiled back, then straightened. “If it’s not too forward, may I ask what your worst mistake was as a captain?”

I didn’t expect the question, and it landed harder than I wanted to admit. For a second, I thought about my divorce, about the deals I’d walked away from, the friends I’d failed to keep. But that wasn’t what she meant.

“First delivery out of school,” I said. “Ran aground at five knots in Biscayne Bay. Tide went out, left us sitting like a whale on the flats. Had to wait twelve hours, then call for a tow.”

Brooke’s eyes flickered. “You got written up?”

“Of course. But I learned more in those twelve hours than I did in four years at school. There’s a difference between knowing the way and walking it.”

She nodded. “I’d like to learn that difference.”

I stuck out my hand. She shook it, firm, no-nonsense, no trace of hesitation.

“See you at oh six hundred,” I said.

She released my hand, saluted with two fingers, and disappeared down the ladder. I watched her go, and wondered how much of herself she let anyone else see.

***

By the time I finished the checks and paperwork, night had draped the deck in blue-gray, the only light a faint spill from the salon and the steady pulse of the running lamps. The rest of the crew had drifted to their own routines: Adam and Mark playing chess at the aft table, the girls in various states of pajamas on the bow, giggling over a card game lit by Kylie’s waterproof headlamp. The boyfriends were mostly keeping to themselves; Ryder and Chase locked in some kind of push-up contest, Evan on his phone, fingers flying as he tried to keep up with Tessa’s rapid-fire questions about celestial navigation.

I’d almost made it to my cabin when I heard a voice, low and melodic, from the upper deck.

“Hey, Captain. Up here.”

I looked up. Summer was stretched out on her stomach atop the roof of the bridge, phone in hand, bare legs swinging lazily as she filmed the horizon. Her hair was a wild tangle of gold, loose now, and her skin glowed in the last slant of sunlight.

“Come up!” she called, patting the fiberglass beside her.

I took the ladder, making as little noise as possible. When I reached the top, she handed me the phone.

“Look at this,” she said, voice close. “That’s the best one yet.”

On screen, the sun was just kissing the edge of the world, clouds exploding into oranges and reds I hadn’t noticed from below. But in the foreground, the camera had caught her face in profile: cheekbones sharp, eyes wide, mouth parted just slightly in a way that was both accidental and perfectly intentional.

“You’re good,” I said.

She shrugged, shifting onto her side to face me. “You don’t get sunsets like that in Iowa.”

I laughed. “You’re not from Iowa.”

“No,” she said, smiling, “but it sounds sadder than ‘Venice Beach.’ Everyone expects you to be cool if you’re from California.”

She reached out, took the phone back, and scrolled through a dozen more shots. “Most people think I only care about the content,” she said. “But I actually want to experience something real. Even if it’s just for me.”

The way she said it, flat, vulnerable, caught me off guard. I didn’t have a script for this kind of honesty.

“I believe you,” I said.

She rolled onto her back, arm draped over her eyes. “You’re not like the others,” she said. “You don’t pretend.”

I started to answer, but she cut me off with a laugh.

“God, listen to me. You’d think I was drunk.”

“Are you?”

She grinned. “No. I save that for karaoke night.”

We sat in silence, the kind that’s comfortable because both people know there’s nothing to prove.

I stood after a while, ready to leave her with her sky, but as I reached for the railing, her hand found mine. Just a brush, skin on skin, warm and sudden, and for a moment it was like the deck tilted underfoot.

“Careful,” she said, eyes glinting. “Wouldn’t want you to fall.”

I laughed, but it came out shaky.

She sat up, legs crossed, and looked at me with a directness that made the air between us feel thinner.

“Do you ever get lonely up here?” she asked.

I started to say no, but stopped.

“Sometimes,” I said.

She nodded, as if she already knew the answer.

I forced myself to let go of the rail, to step back and regain my balance.

“See you at breakfast,” I said, and took the ladder down, not trusting myself to look back.

In my cabin, I sat on the edge of the bunk, elbows on knees, hands shaking just enough to notice. I stared at the calluses on my palm where her fingers had touched, and tried to tell myself it was nothing.

But it was something, and I knew it.

The ocean was wide and dark beyond the porthole, and somewhere above me, the last trace of sunset was fading, all color drained but the afterglow.

I sat there until the world went black, and only then did I allow myself to wonder what tomorrow would bring.


Chapter three
First Temptation


Asalty haze hung over the deck at sunrise, the kind that makes every sound sharper and every surface gleam. By the time I climbed out of the engine room, Brooke was already waiting for me at the bridge, standing with her hands folded behind her back, like she was reporting for parade inspection.

She’d swapped her usual preppy yacht gear for a razor-white polo and fitted shorts, hair twisted up in that severe bun, like she was afraid even a stray strand might compromise her discipline. Next to her, perched on a bench with her notebook already open, was Tessa. She looked different in the morning light, softer, maybe, but her eyes were locked on us, pencil poised above the margin like she was afraid to miss a single flick of my wrist.

Brooke cleared her throat, all business. “Zero six hundred, as agreed, Captain.”

No hint of a smile. She wasn’t here to flirt or banter. She was here to win.

“You’re early,” I said, not bothering to hide my approval.

“I prefer to be early,” she replied. “It allows for mental preparation.”

I grinned and gestured toward the winch stations. “You ready to take True North for a spin?”

She nodded, jaw set, but I caught the subtle quickening of her pulse at the base of her throat. Nerves, excitement. On this boat, they were always kissing cousins.

I motioned her over to the starboard primaries. The hardware was still slick from dew, but her grip was solid. I made her walk me through every step, how to prep the clutch, how to keep her fingers out of the bite, how to watch the luff on the headsail for telltale flutters. She didn’t interrupt, just soaked it in with an intensity that almost felt competitive.

Tessa hovered a few paces back, notebook balanced on her knees, scribbling notes like a courtroom sketch artist. Every so often, I caught her glancing up to study my hands, or the way Brooke’s arm muscles flexed against resistance.

“Wind’s shifting east,” I said. “You know why that matters?”

Brooke didn’t miss a beat. “True wind angle changes. Impact on apparent wind. We’ll need to ease the sheet or risk luffing.”

“Show me,” I said.

She did, methodical, precise, not afraid to use her weight to put tension on the line. She didn’t flinch when the sail snapped full. I stepped close to check her grip, careful not to crowd her, but she barely moved. Her body language screamed control freak, but the way she watched my hands told another story.

Tessa’s pencil was a blur. She shifted on the bench, legs curled up beneath her, eyes flicking between us with a hunger I couldn’t quite decode.

I took Brooke through a couple more maneuvers, tacking, then an aggressive adjustment to simulate squall prep. She never broke rhythm, even as the deck rolled a bit with the morning breeze.

Then, just as we started sheeting the headsail for a broad reach, the port winch let out a nasty metallic clunk and jammed up hard.

Brooke froze. Not a full-panic freeze, more like she was analyzing every path to failure in her head.

I set my jaw. “Step back,” I said, calm as a metronome. “Watch and learn.”

I crouched and leaned into the winch, feeling the resistance. The line had fouled up in the drum, and I could smell a faint whiff of burnt resin from the friction. I reached for my multi-tool, popped the sideplate off, and ran a finger along the gears, already guessing where the real problem was.

“See this?” I said, tilting the housing toward Brooke. “You get even a strand of dried salt in the pawl, and it gums up the whole system.”

I thumbed a bit of oil from my belt pouch and worked it in, index finger blackening with grease and old seawater. The winch snapped free with a wet click and I let out a satisfied grunt, then reseated the drum and spun the handle once for effect.

“Try it now,” I said, stepping aside.

Brooke set her jaw, gripped the handle, and cranked. Smooth as warm butter. Her relief was visible, a tiny exhale, like she’d narrowly avoided flunking an exam no one else knew about.

“Perfect,” she said, almost reverent.

“Don’t just say it. Feel it. When a system’s working, you don’t even notice it. But when it fails, your hands learn the story way before your brain does.”

I caught Tessa watching, green eyes wide, as she scribbled a note so fast her pencil nearly tore the page.

I gestured at Tessa. “You getting all this, Red?”

She blushed, but didn’t look away. “Every word.”

I took a breath, refocusing on Brooke. “Run me through the procedure again, start to finish. This time, narrate while you go.”

She squared her shoulders and launched in, theory, then practice, crisp and efficient. I watched her hands, noting how quickly she adapted to small corrections. By the second repetition, she was moving like she’d been raised on deck hardware.

When she finished, I nodded approval, making sure the praise landed but didn’t linger.

“That’s good. You’ll log double-hours this week, and I’ll test you on emergencies before landfall.”

Brooke’s lips parted, like she wanted to challenge me to make it even harder, but instead she just said, “Understood, Captain.”

We ran a couple more routines, just to drive home the muscle memory. Tessa’s notebook started to fill with diagrams and, judging from the direction of her gaze, the occasional poetic aside about wind and tension. Every time I called out a correction, Tessa wrote it down, like she was annotating the captain’s gospel.

When the lesson wrapped, I checked the lines, then locked the winch drum in place. My hands were tattooed with black grease, and a thin sheen of sweat ran down my forearm, cutting a river through the grime.

I met Brooke’s eyes, letting her see the approval, even as I kept my tone clipped and professional. “You picked up the workflow faster than most candidates twice your age. I’m impressed.”

She absorbed that, standing a little taller. “Thank you, Captain.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Wait until we’re in a real squall.”

She cracked the tiniest of grins then, but wiped it away as quickly as it appeared.

I turned to leave, but Tessa’s gaze snagged on me, a flicker of green following every step. She looked at me like she wanted to bottle the way I handled that winch, or maybe just the way I didn’t flinch under pressure. For a split second, I saw the journaling prodigy as something more, a witness, not just a reporter.

With the lesson done, I headed for the galley to scrub the grease off my hands, leaving behind the sharp scent of oil, sweat, and a morning’s worth of rising expectations. But even as I ducked below, I could feel the heat of their attention on my back, Brooke’s professional admiration, Tessa’s deeper, searching curiosity.

For the first time in a while, it felt damn good to be their captain.

***

The galley always felt different after dark. It hummed with its own rhythm, the soft whirr of refrigeration, the low glow of the under-cabinet LEDs, the lingering scent of lemon and fresh baguette from dinner prep. Tonight, it was Summer who owned the space.

She stood barefoot on the nonskid mat, knees slightly bent, arms raised as she squeezed her phone between two fingers and zoomed in on the brushed-chrome faucet. Her hair was down, beachy and wild, still wet at the ends, and she wore one of those untamed, off-the-shoulder tops that always looked artless until you noticed how well it framed her curves.

I hovered in the galley doorway, half-tempted to interrupt and half content to watch. In the soft light, Summer’s skin glowed honey-gold, the freckles on her shoulders dusted like a secret. She was talking to the camera in a low, conspiratorial whisper.

“So, this is the real magic, the way the stainless catches every bit of lamplight, even with salt spray clinging to the finish. I’m obsessed. Look at this.” She feathered her fingers over the faucet, then panned to the polished galley rail, lingering on the True North logo stamped into the metal. “He’s a detail man, our captain. Everything in here has a story, and tomorrow—” she paused for dramatic effect, “—we’re taking it underwater.”

She winked at her imaginary audience. I’d seen influencer tricks before, but with her, nothing felt forced. It was just Summer.

I must have made some noise, maybe my foot caught the edge of the step, because she spun, camera still rolling. The instant she saw me, her grin snapped on, dazzling and full-throttle.

“Captain on deck!” she exclaimed, lowering her phone but never dropping the energy. “Didn’t think I’d have company for the late show.”

“I was just looking for a nightcap,” I said, playing it casual. “You’re stealing the spotlight.”

She shot me a mock glare, then propped one hip against the island. “The boat does half the work. Have you seen how she photographs in this light? Makes even me look talented.”

She gestured back to the setup, her phone balanced on a makeshift tripod of cocktail shakers and a lemon. “I’m plotting a full aquatic feature tomorrow. Chase thinks I should stay topside and film cocktails. But I want snorkeling shots, like, actually underwater, with the hull and everything. Only problem is, Chase sinks like a rock and has the lung capacity of a deflated beach ball. I need…I don’t know… a real diver. Or a mer-man.”

The way she said it, sharp and sweet, hit something low in my gut.

“I think I could help with that,” I managed. “Assuming you don’t mind a few gear protocols.”

“Oh, I’ll be on my best behavior,” she purred, stepping closer. “Cross my heart.”

She did, finger trailing down her chest, then she looked up at me through her lashes. “Do you have a wetsuit, or are we going commando?”

“I have options,” I said, not missing a beat. “But tomorrow’s forecast is warm. Rash guards and fins should be plenty.”

She was close enough now that I could smell her, salt, sunscreen, the faint tang of something citrus, maybe leftover from dinner. She nudged my forearm with her knuckles, an electric brush that felt deliberate as hell.

“Perfect. I’ll shoot the intro from the tender, then you’ll guide me over the reef. I want shots under the stern, and—” she looked up at me, eyes wide with mischief, “—maybe something a little wild? I love when the camera fogs from adrenaline. That’s always the money shot.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “You like to keep things unfiltered.”

“Only way I know how, Cap.” She grinned, then turned away to cue up her storyboard on the phone, fingers swiping rapid-fire as she outlined the sequence.

We stood there, side by side, leaning over her screen as she mapped it out. She explained every shot, every angle, her voice getting quicker the more excited she got. “And here, in this cut, I want us both in frame. You know, like, ‘the captain saves the mermaid’, a little drama, a little danger. People eat that up. Plus, I get to flex my D-cups underwater, which is basically my brand.”

She said it without a hint of shame, all confidence and bright laughter. My eyes flicked to the line of her collarbone, the way her cleavage caught the shadows, and I forced myself to look away before it got embarrassing.

I cleared my throat. “You’ve got a solid plan. But safety’s first. You ever free-dive with a hull before?”

She shook her head. “You’ll have to keep an eye on me. Make sure I don’t go chasing after a barracuda or something.”

“I’ll keep you close,” I said, instantly regretting how that sounded.

Summer’s smile sharpened. She didn’t miss a thing. “That’s the spirit.” She bumped my arm again, softer this time.

We finalized the timing, after breakfast, before the dads woke up. She’d have the GoPro rig ready, I’d handle the fins and masks. No audience, just the two of us and whatever happened to find us in the blue.

For a second, it was tempting to let the moment stretch. But I felt the tug of rules, boundaries, the danger of letting anything slip out of control.

“That’s it, then,” I said, voice a little rougher than I liked. “Meet me on the swim platform at nine.”

She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear, watching me. “You got it, Captain.”

I nodded. “Goodnight, Summer. Don’t stay up all night plotting my demise.”

She laughed, high and bright. “Wouldn’t dream of it. Gotta look good for your camera.”

I left her there, still half-lit by the glow of her phone, her bare shoulders golden in the pool of light. As I climbed the stairs, I caught myself glancing back, just once, at the curve of her smile, the promise in it.

The rules were simple, I reminded myself. But when Summer was in the room, there was always another set you actually wanted to follow.

***

After midnight, the yacht belonged to ghosts and memory. I moved through the dark on autopilot, deck soles silent except for the faint stick of sweat and salt beneath my feet. The world had shrunk to the hush of water against the hull and the distant rhythm of someone’s soft snore, maybe Adam’s or Ryder’s, muffled behind closed doors.

I was just ticking off routine checks, hatches sealed, lines coiled, anchor lights holding steady, when I hit the transom and saw her.

Summer stood alone at the stern, framed in moonlight and starlight, the air humming with something that made every hair on my arms stand up. She wore a silk camisole so thin it was barely there, baby-blue with straps slipping off her sun-kissed shoulders, and matching shorts that clung to the curve of her hips. Bare legs, bare feet, and not a care in the universe.

I should have told her to get back inside. I should have said something captainly and boring about protocol. But I just watched her, spellbound.

She didn’t turn. Just lifted her face to the sky and let the wind tug her hair wild, like a girl in a perfume ad. The ocean behind her stretched out black and endless. It felt impossible, standing there with nothing separating us from the rest of forever.

For once, I didn’t have a script.

I stepped onto the swim deck, careful to keep my voice low. “Couldn’t sleep, Sunshine?”

She glanced back, blue eyes reflecting the stars. Her smile was slow, lazy, full of secrets.

“Waiting for you, Captain Daddy,” she whispered.

Fuck.

I went to her, a measured step at a time, stopping just close enough to smell her, skin clean, spiked with ocean and something light and sweet that made me want a taste. Summer leaned back against the rail, fingers gripping the polished steel, legs parted in subtle invitation.

I tucked my hands into my pockets and stared out at the horizon, forcing air into my lungs. Years of command, and I still had no idea how to handle her.

She broke the silence first. “I like this time of night. Nobody’s pretending. There’s just the sound of the sea and breathing and… all the things you don’t say when other people are around.”

Her voice was the hush of waves after a squall.

I nodded. “It’s honest. That’s the only way I know how to keep the boat afloat.”

Summer let out a laugh, soft and sad. “Honesty’s overrated. Sometimes you just want to be seen, you know? Not as somebody’s trophy or content machine, but as your actual self.”

She tapped her chest. “Chase… he’s a good guy. But he wants a doll he can pose, not a girl who gets salt in her hair and sand in her sheets. He gets all upset if I post a shot that’s too wild. He likes the story, just never the real thing.”

She fell silent, chin tipping a fraction lower than before, the blonde curtain of her hair hiding her face except for one sculpted cheek. Then she blinked and looked up at me, straight up, no filters, no armor at all. The look didn’t just invite me in; it called my bluff and laid its own cards out on the table, face up. Her eyes shimmered, irises wide and glassy, something sharp sparking behind the blue.

A knot tightened in my throat, and dread pooled in my stomach, heavy and inescapable. The part of me that wanted to run, the angel on my shoulder, whispered to bolt, to get away, but in the end, I didn’t move. The devil’s voice was louder.

“Was your ex like that?” she asked quietly, almost a whisper. “Did she ever really see you, or just… the boss man who fixed everything?” She gave a lopsided smile, but I could see the way her jaw tensed. “Or was it just about what you could do, where you could take her, what you could buy her, all the ways you made life easy so she never had to really look at you?”

Her words hit like a rogue breaker, rising out of nowhere. I felt the ache before I understood it, an old bruise under new pressure. For a moment, I just stared at the fractal moon glitter on the water, searching for a script. There wasn’t one.

I shrugged. “She saw me at the start. Or maybe that’s how I remember it, anyway.” I found myself tracing the top rail with a thumb, the polished cold biting my knuckle. “Then life got busy, and so did I. She started seeing the guy she thought she wanted. I started acting like him, even when it didn’t fit. We both got really good at pretending.” The confession scratched out rougher than I meant.

Summer held herself very still, arms wrapped tight around her waist, hands balled in the silk of her camisole. She was so close I could feel the tension in her body, the way every muscle braced against the wind. She waited, not blinking.

I forced a breath. “The last couple years, all I did was work. She’d fill her calendar with parties, friends, anything to make the house less empty. We stopped fighting, even. Just… drifted.” I tried to laugh but it caught, flat and lifeless. “Divorce was a formality by the end. We didn’t even hire lawyers.”

Summer’s lip curled, not in judgment but in empathy. “God. That sounds like hell.”

“It was a relief, actually,” I said, voice low. “The part that hurt was realizing I’d let myself go invisible. Made it easy for her to do the same.”

She rested her head on the crook of her arm, gaze never leaving mine. “You ever think maybe you just needed someone who wanted to see you for you?”

I made myself meet her eyes. “Maybe. Or maybe I just didn’t know how to let anyone try.”

She let that hang, letting the air fill with salt and silence. Then, almost shyly, she nudged my foot with hers. “So… after all that, how come you’re not already shacked up with some Instagram model? Or, like, ten? You must have women clawing their eyes out to get a piece of you.”

I snorted. “Not exactly my style.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “You’re the only guy on this boat who doesn’t act like a walking hormone bomb. No secrets, no sleaze, not even a sneaky look when you think we’re not watching. Don’t get me wrong, I like it. It’s just… not what I expected from a ‘captain’.”

I leaned into the rail, elbows brushing hers. “You think I’m not tempted?” I asked, softer than I meant.

She grinned, but there was a nervous edge to it. “I think you’re so good at not letting yourself want things, you could teach a course.”

I shook my head, feeling the old shame crawl up my neck. “I wanted to. I just—” I exhaled, hard. “Didn’t trust myself. Not after how badly I screwed it up.”

Summer blinked, her expression going unguarded. “Wait. Does that mean you… you haven’t…” She trailed off, then started again. “You haven’t even hooked up since your ex?”

“No,” I admitted, the word louder than I’d intended. “Not even once.”

She stared at me, mouth open. “Jesus Christ, Cap. You ever heard of rebound? Or, like, Tinder?”

I felt the heat rise, embarrassed despite myself. “Not really the point of all this. I’m not looking for a quick fix.”

Her lips pressed into a tight line, forehead pinching. “You’re telling me you’ve gone what, four years? Alone?”

I set my jaw. “Not alone. Just… not with anyone.”

For the first time, Summer didn’t have a comeback. The wind feathered her hair across her lips, and she bit it away, thinking hard. “You’re a unicorn, you know that?” she finally said, voice unsteady. “If I had your face and your arms and, hell, if I even had your brain, I’d be swimming in options.”

I tried to joke. “I don’t know. You seem to do okay, yourself.”

That made her laugh, only it wasn’t laughter at all, more like the sound of breaking glass. She covered her face with one hand. “God, you really are clueless. That’s not the same. I’m just a highlight reel. Nobody wants the outtakes.”

I startled at the bitterness in her tone. “I don’t believe that.”

She dropped her hand, blue eyes clear and wet. “Then you’re the only one,” she whispered. “Sometimes I think if I stopped posting, stopped the bikini shots, nobody would even remember my name.” She flexed her fingers around the rail, like she was trying to ground herself.

I wanted to find some perfect fix, to say the right words, but all I could do was stand beside her, feeling the wounds line up like points on a plot chart.

She leaned back and gazed up at the stars, lashes wet. “It’s just weird. You spend your life building a brand and then you realize you might not even be a real person anymore.”

I looked at her, really looked, and saw the vulnerability beneath the bombshell. “You’re real enough,” I said, steady and low. “More than most.”

This time, her smile was soft and grateful. She sniffed, swiping her finger under one eye. “Nobody’s ever said that and meant it.”

“Doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”

Summer bit her lip, then pulled one knee up onto the bench, curling towards me. She looked smaller than before, fragile in a way I’d never seen. “So, what do you do with all that… wanting? The stuff you keep locked up?”

I hesitated, but the night felt honest, confessional. “I run. I swim. I work until my brain shuts down.” I risked a glance at her. “Sometimes I stand out here and let the wind blow right through me.”

She nodded, like she understood completely. “You ever think about what you’d do if you let go?”

I almost lied but didn’t. “All the time.”

She shifted again, closer. “Then why don’t you?”

I swallowed, aware of just how close she was, the brush of her knee against my thigh. “Because I’m afraid I won’t be able to stop. That I’ll drown whoever’s in the blast zone.”

She laughed, and this time it was almost happy. “You always talk in weather metaphors when you’re nervous.”

I smiled, caught. “Occupational hazard.”

We stood there, side by side, the moon slicing a cold ribbon of light across the water. Her hand found mine on the rail, pinky finger curling around it.

“Hey, Captain?” she said, voice gone soft.

“Yeah?”

“I’m not scared of drowning.” She squeezed, not letting go.

It got very quiet then. The only sound was the ocean, slapping against the hull, and maybe the sound of my own heart bashing away at my ribs.

Summer shivered, a little tremor that caught somewhere between the chill in the air and the weight of my confession. Her chest was impossible to ignore; those perfect, braless D-cups jostled with each breath, nipples jutting so starkly through the thin camisole, they looked ready to snap the fabric. My body responded instantly, a jolt of arousal flaring, raw and insistent, awakening something I hadn’t felt since Lex, not like this. My cock thickened in my shorts, crowding tight against the lines of my briefs, demanding more.

Pulse thundering in my head, I locked eyes with Summer. I’d never wanted anything, anyone, quite like I wanted her right then. We stared, neither budging, as if the first to look away would lose everything. The longer it went, the more explosive the moment became. Every second with her was a fuse burning lower, closer to the powder waiting inside me. And yet I couldn’t stop. She was a drug, and no matter how much I craved it, one hit would never be enough.

I clung to her gaze, sinking deeper, feeling myself get lost. I couldn’t tell if I was shaking from nerves, desire, or some storm of both. She was right there, and I was already falling.

Above us, a sudden meteor ripped across the sky, fast, hot, gone in an instant.

Summer saw it, too. She gasped, turned to me, and before I could react, her lips crashed into mine.

She tasted like midnight and wild honey. Soft at first, then hungry. It only took a second for my resolve to snap.

I kissed her back, hands sliding up her arms, pinning her to the rail. The silk of her camisole was nothing. It bunched under my palms, baring her breasts to the moonlight. Her nipples pebbled hard as I rolled them between my fingers, and Summer arched into me, grinding her hips until I felt the heat of her sex through those tiny shorts.

“You’re shaking,” she whispered, voice gone ragged.

“So are you,” I shot back, half a growl.

Her hands found my waistband, made short work of the drawstring. I felt her fingers, warm and desperate, wrapping around my cock, already hard, throbbing against her thigh.

She pushed my shorts down, freeing me to the salt air. At the same time, I yanked her camisole over her head, letting it fall useless to the deck. Summer’s body was poetry, golden and tight, D-cups jiggling with each gasping breath, her waist so small I could span it with one hand.

She stepped out of her shorts with a dancer’s grace, never taking her eyes off mine. Completely naked except for the faint golden lines where her bikini had been, pale crescents under each breast, a delicate triangle at her hips that drew my eye like a map to buried treasure. My cock twitched hard against my stomach, a bead of wetness forming at the tip. Her pussy was bare and wet, already slick with need.

She hopped onto the rail, wrapping her legs around my waist, pulling me in close. My cock slid along her folds, and I nearly lost it right there.

Summer buried her face in my neck, biting down just enough to make me hiss. “I want to be your first,” she whispered. “First since her. First that matters.”

For a split second, I questioned everything. If anyone saw us. If the yacht vibrated with more than just the wind. But Summer’s hands were already guiding me, her hunger eclipsing every ounce of guilt.

I drove into her fast, deep, the way she needed. She gasped, fingernails scoring my back. The ocean rocked us both, the rhythm impossible to fight.

God, she was tight. Her pussy sucked me in like it had been engineered for my cock alone. Every thrust sent her tits bouncing, and she clawed for purchase, clinging to my shoulders with the desperation of a woman who’d been starved too long.

I slammed into her, harder now, fucking her against the rail as the world disappeared around us. Summer cried out, not caring who heard.

“Harder, baby,” Summer moaned, her voice a ragged gasp, half a sob and half a dare. “Fuck, yes! don’t stop—”

She sounded possessed, as if she needed me to drive every thought out of her head with the force of my body. Maybe that was the only thing that could quiet her, the only thing that made her feel real. The urgency of it, the way her hips locked and bucked, how her arms trembled but never let go, they caught fire in me, burned away the final shreds of hesitation. The old rules snapped like rotten wood.

I pushed her against the rail, hands braced on either side of her waist, and pounded her with everything I had left. Summer arched back, chest to the moon, hair streaming wild like a comet’s tail. The force of our fucking sent the whole rail vibrating, the echo of it banging through the deck beneath our feet. My legs shook from the effort; my mind couldn’t keep up with the sensation.

We were making enough noise to wake the entire boat, but I couldn’t care less. She wanted it, wanted me, every part of it, and I gave it to her. The wet slap of flesh, the hot, sweet sound of her moans, the way her pussy clung to me so tight I thought I might never escape. We were animals, but more than that, something desperate and human and broken in both of us had found the matching shape.

She buried her face in my neck and bit, just hard enough to mark me. “That’s it. Fuck me, Captain. Fuck me so nobody else matters—”

The words made me lose focus, made every nerve in my body surge with heat. She clenched around me, a velvet vise, and I nearly shot off right then. But she wanted more, and so did I. I worked her higher, dragging her closer with every thrust. My hands found her ass, spread her wider, made her take every inch. The slick friction, the heat, the grinding together, her skin was hot and damp, her nipples scraping my chest and her mouth never far from my ear.

She whimpered, a tiny desperate sound, and then her pussy went wild, tightening, rippling, milking me as she came. Summer’s whole body shook; the orgasm knocked her upright, hands clawing my shoulder blades so hard she drew blood. “Oh—oh, fuck, I’m gonna—” She threw her head back and screamed into the night, not holding back at all. I watched her come, eyes wide and wild, and it was the single hottest thing I’d ever seen.

That pushed me over. My cock jerked, the base thick and swollen, and I rammed into her as deep as I could go. Summer locked her ankles behind my back, shoving me even further inside. There was no pulling out, no more distance, she wanted every drop.

“Come in me,” she begged, voice cracked and hoarse. “I want it. I want you. Please—”

I lost it. I came so hard I saw flashes, my whole body quaking with the force of it. The first blast hit, and then another, and another, pulsing endlessly until I was drained, spent, my cock still twitching inside her. Summer’s cunt milked every last pulse, squeezing, savoring, desperate to wring me dry. The world fell away, the only thing real was the two of us, fused together, half-collapsed against the rail.

We stood there, locked together for an endless second, her head heavy on my chest, both of us panting, bodies glazed in sweat and sea air. My heartbeat battered my ribs; hers fluttered wild against my chest. The night was silent save for our gasping, our bodies cooled by the gentle wind but still burning on the inside.

She turned her face up, lips bruised and parted, eyes wet and shining. “Jesus, Cap. Was it always like that? With her?”

I shook my head, unable to find words. “No,” I croaked, and she smiled, slow and satisfied. “Not even once.”

Her hand slid up my back, gentle now, smoothing down the raised lines her nails had left. She held on, didn’t let me go, as if afraid the spell would break if we separated. I was still inside her, cock softening but refusing to leave the heat of her body. She pressed her forehead to my chest, breathing me in.

After a minute, her legs trembled and we both nearly lost our footing. I caught her, arms locked around her waist. Neither of us wanted to move, but we had to. She shivered, whether from cold or the come leaking out of her, I couldn’t say.

I pulled her close, shielding her from the wind, and kissed the top of her head. Summer made a soft sound, half-purr, half-sigh. She didn’t say anything else. She didn’t have to.

We slumped to the deck, her arms and legs still wrapped tight as a lifeline. My cock pulsed, spilling the last of me into her spasming cunt.

For a long moment, neither of us moved. Just breathing, hearts trying to keep up.

Then the shame landed. Heavy. Cold.

I pulled away, gently, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Summer looked up at me, still drunk on endorphins, and grinned.

“Captain’s got game,” she teased.

I tried to muster a smile, but it felt broken. “You should go inside. Before someone sees.”

She slipped her panties and camisole back on, slow and deliberate, every move a dare. She kissed me one last time, soft, lingering, then vanished down the companionway, hips swaying wickedly.

I stood there a long while, bare ass to the night, letting the wind cool my skin and my conscience.

Above, the stars burned on, indifferent.

I made a silent vow to keep my distance. Keep it professional. No more after-dark railings, no more beautiful disasters on my watch.

But the taste of Summer haunted me, and I knew even the morning wouldn’t change that.


Chapter four
Underwater Currents


The reef here was unreal. Even above water, you could see explosions of orange and indigo under the glassy surface, the coral swaying in lazy rhythm with the current while schools of fish zipped through in pulse after pulse. It was almost absurd how clear and inviting it looked. A brochure come to life, if you ignored the fact that I was ducking a hangover of equal parts lust and regret.

Summer met me on the swim platform wearing a bikini that made last night’s slip feel like a setup. The top was a minimalist turquoise triangle that barely contained her D-cups, and the matching bottoms rode low and tight over her hips, showing off the athletic sweep of her firm, round ass. Her hair was still damp from a quick rinse, and she wore it wild, like a lioness ready to pounce. I’d put on swim trunks and a black rash guard, but next to her, I felt naked.

She carried the GoPro rig like a trophy and grinned at me, ignoring the way I tried not to stare at her chest.

“Ready to make me famous, Captain?” she teased.

I snorted and bent to check the mesh bag of fins and masks, because bending kept my eyes off her body. “We’re here to document the reef, not start an OnlyFans,” I said.

She laughed, a crisp sound that cut through the morning air. “You say that like those are two different things.”

Summer stepped closer, so the scent of her skin, coconut and sunscreen and something that was just her, crashed over me. She pressed the GoPro to my chest, hand lingering a split second too long.

“Strap me in, Captain,” she said, wickedly straight-faced.

Christ.

I kept it clinical. Or tried to. “Arms up,” I said, looping the chest harness over her head. The move brought her close enough that I saw the way her tits plumped over the fabric, tan lines framing cleavage that would haunt me for days. My hands shook as I tightened the straps. Summer didn’t miss it. Her lips curled in a knowing smile, just daring me to admit what was going on.

“Snug enough?” I asked, voice rough.

She arched her back, shoving her chest into my hands. “Tighter, Daddy. I don’t want it to slip.”

Blood rushed straight to my cock. I gritted my teeth, yanked the straps hard enough to make her gasp, and tried to focus on the gear instead of the girl.

“That’s not going anywhere,” I said.

She licked her lips, staring at my mouth. “That’s what I’m counting on.”

I wanted to throw her in the water, just to cool us both off.

Instead, I tossed her a mask, then slipped on my own. The fins followed. Our feet brushed as we adjusted them on the swim step, her leg against mine, skin slick and electric.

“On three?” I said.

“You lead. I’ll follow,” she replied, voice loaded with implication.

I almost lost it right there. Instead, I dove in first, letting the water shock me awake, then surfaced to watch Summer launch herself off the platform in a perfect arc. She hit the water with barely a splash, then popped up, blonde hair slicked to her scalp, grinning like she owned the ocean.

We kicked out past the stern, leaving the shade of the hull behind. Below us, the reef unrolled in Technicolor. I could see clusters of fish darting for cover, brain coral blooming in impossible shapes, shafts of sunlight turning everything into a living dream.

Summer slid up next to me, her body brushing mine as she gripped the GoPro with both hands.

“Ready?” she said, voice muffled behind the mask.

I nodded and we dove.

***

Underwater, everything was clearer and quieter. The sound of my own breath filled my ears, almost as loud as my racing pulse. Summer pressed close, keeping pace as we arrowed down to the first shelf of reef. The water was warm, and every inch of exposed skin tingled.

She clung to my arm as we descended, then let go for the camera’s sake. But each time she repositioned, her body found mine, her thigh gliding along my ribcage, her chest pressed to my shoulder as we hovered for a shot of the fire coral. I tried to pretend it was just logistics, but the truth was she was putting on a show, for both the camera and me.

We twisted through clouds of neon wrasse and parrotfish, Summer reaching out to point or narrate, always with that effortless grace that made me forget I was supposed to be running the dive. When I paused to adjust the GoPro’s angle, she wrapped her hand around my wrist, guiding me. Her fingers trailed along my forearm, tracing the veins there, and I felt a shiver run all the way to my core.

At one point, a pair of angelfish darted between us, so close the flutter of their fins brushed my bare leg. Summer giggled, soundless, then drifted underneath me, arching her back and rolling in a move that was pure seduction. Her tits practically spilled out of her bikini top, nipples pink and hard even underwater.

She wanted me to look. So I did.

I tensed as she came up beneath me, her body gliding along my chest and hips. For a moment, her ass pressed into my groin, her motion purposeful. Our masks touched, nose to nose, as she hovered in my slipstream, her hands catching my waist to steady herself. She let her fingers knead the muscles there, then slowly slid one hand down, thumb brushing the waistband of my trunks before she let go.

She pulled back, giving a wild little hair-flip for the camera, then smiled at me through the glass. Her eyes sparkled with triumph. I wanted to rip the mask off, kiss her senseless, and fuck her right there among the coral heads. My cock throbbed, straining against the inside of my suit.

But I played it straight. I motioned for her to follow, led her through a narrow cut between bright purple sea fans, pretending I didn’t want to pin her to the reef and pick up where we left off last night.

She glided behind me, legs scissoring in time with mine. The GoPro would show a perfect sequence of fish and color, but the real highlight was the feel of her body, slick and urgent every time she found an excuse to touch. When we paused at the edge of a sandy patch, she looped her arm over my shoulder, pulling herself up and pressing her tits flush to my back.

She didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to.

I felt the soft give of her curves, the hot press of her pussy against my ass, and the world tilted. My cock pulsed so hard I thought I’d come undone inside my suit.

She let go and rocketed to the surface, a golden blur in the blue.

I followed, lungs burning.

***

We bobbed in the lee of the yacht, far enough that no one on deck could see us. Sunlight painted the water between us in shattered diamonds. Summer yanked off her mask and raked both hands through her hair, gasping.

Then she flashed me a wicked, hungry smile.

“I still have your cum leaking from me,” she whispered, her voice low and shaking. “Every time I move, it slips out. I love it, Cap. I fucking love having you inside me.”

Her words sent a shockwave straight through my gut. I’d never heard anything like it, not outside a porn set. Something in me knotted hard, half shame and half pride.

I tried to stiff-arm her with logic. “Summer. We can’t keep doing this. Last night was a mistake. If anyone finds out—”

She glided closer, her tits practically floating out of the water, nipples just below the surface and pointing straight at me. “Nobody’s watching but the reef,” she said, closer now. “I want you. I don’t fucking care about the rules. You can’t tell me you don’t want it too.”

She pressed her body to mine, skin slippery and hot. Her hand found my cock through the damp layer of suit, squeezing just hard enough to make me see stars.

“Summer—” I tried, but she was already kissing me, her mouth open, tongue sweeping in as if she could suck out the last shreds of my willpower. Her legs wrapped around my waist, pinning us together in the water. Her other hand gripped my face, nails raking my stubble.

For a second, I tried to fight it. I did. But as soon as she moaned “Captain Daddy,” I was lost.

I slammed my mouth to hers, kissing her with a hunger that bordered on savage. We spun in the water, her hair swirling around us, her arms and legs holding me like I was her last breath. My hands roamed her body, her ass slick and strong, her tits soft and begging for more. I squeezed and lifted, letting her grind against my cock, and she responded by biting my lip and sucking until I tasted salt and blood.

“Daddy,” she whispered, breathless, “you make me crazy. But I swear, I’ll only call you that when it’s just us. No one else will ever hear.”

She kissed me again, harder, her hips working in slow circles that lined up the slick groove of her pussy with my cock, even through the tight nylon.

For a split second, I considered yanking her bikini aside and fucking her right there, afloat in open water. I wanted to fill her again, deeper and rougher than before. But the memory of the rules, the thin promise I’d made to myself, held me back.

I broke the kiss, gasping, and hugged her to my chest, locking her in place so I didn’t do something irreversible.

She clung to me, shuddering, her mouth at my ear.

“You feel so good,” she whispered. “All morning, every kick, I can feel you leaking out of my pussy. I want to keep it all day and feel you fill me again and again every night. I want to swim with your cum inside me, Daddy.”

My whole body tensed. I ground my jaw, fighting the urge to take her.

Instead, I just held her. Our bodies floated, heartbeats racing in time. Eventually, the hunger eased off a notch, and we drifted in silence, the water cool on overheated skin.

Summer unpeeled herself, finally, and shot me a grateful, almost vulnerable look.

“You don’t have to push me away,” she said. “I know what this is. But you’re the best thing I’ve ever let myself want, even if we’re just a secret.”

I didn’t answer. I just let the moment settle, memorizing the way she looked, wet hair plastered to her face, lips swollen, eyes wild. Every inch of her was perfect and real, and I felt the stupid ache of needing her even as I promised myself I’d do better next time.

We paddled back to the swim platform side by side, not saying much. Water sluiced off our bodies, dripping into the blue. My cock stayed hard the entire time, and judging from the heat in her eyes, she would have been happy to go again, rules be damned.

She let me go up first, then followed, her ass swaying, bikini riding up her soaking wet ass crack as she climbed the steps. I watched her every move, fighting the urge to pull her back into the water with me.

At the top, she turned and whispered, soft enough for only me: “Thank you, Captain Daddy.”

Her tongue darted over her lips, lingering on the taste of our kiss.

I hauled myself up onto the deck, water streaming from every inch of my body. My hands trembled as I grabbed a towel, but I didn’t care if anyone noticed.

Summer joined me, stretching lazily in the sun, droplets sparkling on her skin. Her nipples were still hard, her suit almost transparent from the soak. She made no attempt to cover up. Instead, she leaned in close, brushing her lips against my ear.

“I can’t wait for next time,” she whispered, then slipped past me toward the bow.

I watched her go, every muscle tight, heart pounding, the rush of emotion almost enough to drown out the shame.

Duty and desire. At some point, I’d have to choose. But for now, I dried off, forced myself to think about anything besides the taste of Summer’s mouth, and prepared for the next round of pretending I was still the man in control.

The day had barely started, and I was already in over my head.

***

The nav station was my sanctuary. Usually. The one place on the boat where I could say the right words, push the right buttons, and come off like the captain everyone expected. But today, even as I toweled the slick off my arms and pulled on a dry shirt, it felt like a set piece, like I was acting out the part for a camera I couldn’t see.

I’d barely shut the hatch when Summer slipped into the salon, hair still damp, lips swollen from our kiss. She caught my eye, just for a split second, then disappeared into the galley with that signature sashay that should have been illegal. I felt my cock twitch again, and I thanked every god I knew that the sponsor’s rep wouldn’t be able to see me below the desk.

At the nav desk, I lined up the system status sheets, the logbook, every page immaculate, just how I liked it, and plugged the satellite phone into the panel. The hum of the electronics was a comfort, mechanical and predictable. Unlike my own head, which was a mess of guilt and afterglow.

I’d barely started the system self-check when a shadow fell across the companionway. Kylie.

She padded in barefoot, hair twisted up in a messy topknot, wearing nothing but a white bikini and a pair of navy running shorts slung low on her hips. A pair of wireless headphones hung around her neck, and she held her iPad and stylus like she was prepared to take the LSAT right there at the nav desk.

“Hey, Cap,” she said, eyeing the logbook. “Sponsor call?”

“Yep. Top of the hour. Should only take twenty minutes.”

She flopped onto the cushioned bench and tucked one leg under, giving me a full view of her tan, athletic thighs. Her eyes had the bright, animal focus of a predator on the prowl, but she played it casual.

“I’m editing the B-roll from yesterday’s sunset,” she said, but I could tell she was paying more attention to me than the screen. “Let me know if you need anything.”

I grunted, flipping through the readiness checklist. “Just need a witness in case they try to trip me up,” I said.

Kylie’s eyes narrowed, and I could almost feel the gears spinning in her head.

The sponsor’s logo flashed on the satellite screen, and I connected the call. For a second, the static made it feel surreal, like I’d already drifted a mile from the deck, orbiting the action as a ghost.

“True North, come in,” a woman’s voice barked. “This is Pearson with Maritime Innovations. Confirm one-zero-hundred, system check-in.”

I clicked the mic. “True North standing by. Captain Cole Everett reporting.”

“Excellent. We’re showing your last filed position as 23.7 North, -75.9 West, tracking two knots on a southeast heading. Can you confirm?”

“Confirmed. Under sail, auxiliary at idle for recharge. Weather glass steady, wind fifteen knots from east-northeast, no significant squall activity within thirty miles.”

Pause. Then, “Any deviations from the log?”

“None. All nav and comms functioning within spec. I’ve got a full report in the sponsor folder. Attached are maintenance logs, morning system health, and the status on the new redundancy subpanel.”

While I spoke, my hands worked independently, tabbing through screens, double-checking the numbers, scrolling the touchpad to highlight key data. Each click grounded me in reality, even as my mind replayed Summer’s words on a loop: I still have your cum leaking from me.

Across the table, Kylie’s gaze ping-ponged between my face and the open galley. When Summer reappeared, this time in a towel, lips pink and soft, Kylie’s jaw went tight, her grip on the stylus turning almost white. She didn’t say a word, but her legs pressed together, bouncing once, as if she was holding back something explosive.

The inspection team started rapid-fire questions:

“Voltage draw on the new solar bank?”

“Peak this morning was 2.7 kW, we’re operating at eighty percent efficiency. Running a comparative test at anchor, and I can email you the real-time graphs.”

“Watermaker output?”

“Both lines working, starboard membrane upgraded as you requested. We’re getting fifty-one liters per hour, sodium rejection at standard. I’ll send calibration video.”

“Any unusual crew issues?”

I hesitated a fraction. “None worth reporting. Standard adjustment curve with guests. Nothing impacting safety or performance.”

Kylie looked up at that, as if she could read every layer behind my answer.

I flew through the rest of the checklist, bilge cycles, fuel levels, even a quick video pan of the bridge, which I uploaded from the GoPro.

During a moment’s lull, I glanced up. Summer stood in the galley, peeling a banana with deliberate slowness, her gaze locked on mine. She mouthed something, thank you, maybe, or more, then bit into the fruit, tongue flicking the tip.

I felt a flush creep up my cheeks. I snapped my attention back to the call, but the damage was done.

“Your medical log shows no injuries. All crew accounted for?”

“Yes. We’ve had minor fatigue, first-timers adapting to motion, but nothing out of protocol. Emma Carter is acting as secondary medical liaison and Brooke Hollis as trainee deckhand. Both performing above expectations.”

I heard Kylie’s breath catch. She shifted on the bench, adjusting her bikini top, tits jiggling with the effort, her shoulders going back, chest rising in a move designed to grab attention. She wanted me to notice, and I did.

The final volley of questions was pure technical: backup navigation, last-year’s patch on the hull, the micro-leak in the starboard bilge sensor. I answered each one in clipped, precise language, all business until the final signoff, when Pearson said, “Excellent presentation as always, Captain. You make even the new protocols look easy. We’ll note the logs as flawless. Next scheduled check-in is forty-eight hours.”

I thumbed the mic off, but my hands were shaking.

Kylie closed her iPad, eyes locked on me.

“That sounded intense,” she said, but there was a new quality to her voice, thicker, more serious. “You pulled it off, though. Like, total boss mode.”

I shrugged. “Fake it til you make it.”

She smiled, but there was an edge to it. “Or you just like taking charge.”

Out of nowhere, Summer called from the galley, “That’s his thing. He’s unstoppable when he’s focused.”

Kylie’s eyes narrowed again, the temperature in the room ticking upward.

She leaned in, elbows on her knees, her face close enough I could feel her breath. “If you ever need a hand with the stress, Cap, I’m available. No strings, just teamwork. You know?”

There it was: the challenge, the dare. As if she’d seen right through me, or more likely, through Summer and straight to the truth.

I made my voice steady. “Noted.”

Kylie grinned, eyes glinting, then sauntered out of the nav station, hips rolling just enough to make me wonder if she’d always walked that way, or if this was something new.

The instant she was gone, my shoulders deflated. I checked the screens, hands working off nervous energy, then scrubbed my face and let out a jagged breath.

It should have felt like victory, one more system checked, one more inspection in the clear. But all I could think about was Kylie’s searing gaze, Summer’s mouth on mine, and the creeping certainty that sooner or later, the line between duty and disaster would snap.

One thing was clear: I wasn’t fooling anyone anymore.

***

Evening on True North was pure theater. The main salon glowed with lanterns, the low light throwing every curve and smile into high relief, like we were all starring in the pilot of some reality show, except the drama was real and the stakes were higher. The girls had drifted in first, legs and arms sun-gold and bare. Emma and Brooke took one side of the table, their blonde hair catching every bit of warm light; Tessa and Lila followed, both in loose tank tops and with their knees touching under the table like they shared a private language. Summer waltzed in last, her hair swept into a messy bun with tendrils escaping around her face, wearing a barely-there sundress that clung to her braless curves in all the right ways.

The guys took their usual stations. Adam grabbed the head of the table, poured the first round of drinks, and immediately launched into his favorite pastime, embarrassing the hell out of me with stories from our glory days. Mark sat opposite, back perfectly straight, eyes always scanning, even while pretending to read the menu.

Ryder and Chase were already at each other’s throats, swapping digs about who would win a hypothetical “Crews vs. Reality Stars” season, if such a thing existed. I was pretty sure Ryder would murder someone for a protein shake, but tonight he’d settled for glowering at Chase and tearing apart a dinner roll like it owed him money.

Kylie slid in next to me, deliberately close, her thigh brushing mine under the table. She wore a slip dress that barely disguised her bikini underneath; every time she leaned forward, her cleavage drew eyes from three directions. But Kylie wasn’t interested in the attention. She was focused on me, reading every twitch and glance, a scientist studying her prey just before the kill.

Summer took the other side, and the second the plates landed, she started up her own brand of warfare, her bare foot inching up my calf, then higher, pretending her attention was on Mark’s geography quiz.

I wanted to die, or disappear, or climb under the table and solve every problem with my tongue.

Instead, I poured myself a bourbon and braced for the show.

Adam was in rare form. “You know, when Cole here raced the hurricane up from Barbados, the charts said he wouldn’t make it,” he boomed. “But he just kept saying, ‘The ocean doesn’t care about your plans.’ I swear, that’s become my new life motto.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “You’ve never met a storm you couldn’t out-drink.”

“Damn straight,” Adam said, raising his glass. “To the captain, best sailor in the hemisphere, and the only man I trust with my girls.”

A low, appreciative sound rolled around the table. Mark lifted his own glass, and for once his voice warmed. “To the journey. To good company, a good vessel, and a captain who knows the difference between the safe path and the right one.”

Everyone echoed the toast. Summer’s foot traced a lazy line up my shin, and I nearly spilled my drink.

Conversation spun out the way it always did: Emma and Brooke debated the next port of call, Tessa and Lila chimed in with requests for obscure island treats, and Summer orchestrated side bets about which boyfriend would get seasick next. At each lull, Ryder would groan and interrupt with something about “real sports” or how desperate he was for a beach gym session.

But the real game was happening lower down.

Kylie had gone full detective. She barely touched her food, instead prodding me with quick questions about the nav route, the “real” reason we skipped a sandbar, or what I thought of the latest GoPro footage Summer shot that day. Her fingers tapped the tabletop in time with her heartbeat, and whenever I looked away, I could feel her eyes boring into me.

And Summer, well, she was an agent of chaos. Midway through dinner, her foot found the inside of my knee and camped there, stroking slow, lazy circles that sent lightning bolts straight to my cock. When I finally met her gaze, she gave me a slow, wicked wink that made my pulse stutter.

I tried to stay focused, but every time I started to relax, something else would spike the tension.

Ryder’s fuse got shorter as the talk shifted to weather, Mark and Brooke tag-teaming a tactical breakdown of incoming pressure systems, with Chase blustering in the background about Instagram weather girls and “real forecasting.” The more they talked sailing, the more Ryder vibrated with impatience, bouncing his knee, grunting, and shoving food down like he’d been sentenced to water and bread.

After the third round of drinks, I called a halt.

“Safety drill on deck,” I said, loud enough to rattle the glasses. “Everyone. Now.”

Adam grinned, “Ooh, Daddy’s in charge,” and the girls giggled, but I could see the shot of adrenaline in their eyes. Even with the drama, they loved a little discipline.

***

The wind on deck had picked up, sharp and salty, slicing through the afterglow of dinner and waking everyone up. I snapped open the locker and dumped a pile of Type One jackets onto the nonskid, then set the harness rigs beside them.

“We’re running a man-overboard scenario,” I said. “Pair up, get suited. First team to clip in correctly gets out of chores tomorrow.”

That got the whole group moving. Emma and Brooke dove for their gear, drawing on years of practice, while Tessa and Lila fumbled with theirs, laughing and elbowing each other as they tried to untangle the straps. Summer feigned incompetence for a few seconds, then had her harness buckled and tightened in about three seconds flat.

Kylie paired with Ryder, which was probably my first mistake. She loved a challenge, and she knew exactly how to push his buttons. She took her time on purpose, narrating every step with exaggerated slowness.

“See, you want to line up the D-rings so they’re even, or you’ll never get a good fit,” she said, winking at me over Ryder’s shoulder.

Ryder’s jaw clenched. “Just put it on, Ky. You’re doing this on purpose.”

She grinned, undeterred. “Maybe I want to get it right. Captain says quality matters.”

He rolled his eyes, snatching the harness from her hands. “You’re wasting everyone’s time.”

She grabbed it back. “You don’t even know how these work. Why don’t you let the pro handle it?”

He shoved a line reel across the deck toward her—hard. Not thinking, not caring.

The reel clipped Kylie’s shin and knocked her off balance. She teetered at the edge of the deck, arms pinwheeling, and for a second, time froze.

I lunged, catching her waist with one hand and grabbing the standing rigging with the other. I hauled her back flush to my chest, heart pounding. If I’d been a second slower, she would have gone over.

Kylie gasped, twisting in my grip. Her hair whipped into my face, a wild tangle of blonde and adrenaline. For a heartbeat, she clung to me, soft and vulnerable, her pulse racing under my palm.

I looked past her, straight at Ryder.

He dropped the harness, face going dark. “What? Wasn’t even that close. She needs to watch where she stands.”

I squared my shoulders and stepped in, still holding Kylie. She stiffened, but didn’t pull away.

“That’s not how we do things on my boat,” I said, voice even. “You ever throw again, you’re off. Understood?”

Ryder puffed up, mouth twisting into a sneer. “Right. Like you don’t have favorites.”

He tried to pin me with a glare, but there was nothing behind it now, just wounded pride and frustration.

Adam’s voice cut through the tension, low and deadly serious. He’d been watching from the companionway, glass in hand, face unreadable until now.

“Enough,” he said, walking forward. “Ryder, you’re done. You’ll disembark at the next port. We’ll arrange transport. Until then, you stay out of everyone’s way. Got it?”

Ryder opened his mouth to argue, but one look at Adam, shoulders squared, jaw clenched, killed it. He stalked off, muttering under his breath, football muscles flexing in frustration.

The deck was silent except for the slap of the mainsail above.

I checked where I’d caught Kylie. No bruises, only a faint red print where my fingers had dug in. She looked up at me, eyes wide, then let out a shaky laugh.

“Guess you saved my ass, Cap.”

I shrugged. “You gotta stop falling for me.”

That broke the spell. The girls all burst out laughing, tension melting. Summer let out a whoop; Emma clapped her hands; even Brooke grinned, her usual calm broken by a blush.

But beneath the humor, something fundamental had shifted. Ryder’s exit was a warning shot. No more games, no second chances. My authority wasn’t just for show anymore.

I led the rest of the drill, tight, efficient, with no more drama. Everyone paid attention. Even Kylie, who stuck close, her harness clipped to the deck rail as if she was daring anything else to come at her.

Afterward, we stripped off the harnesses and slumped in the cockpit, raw nerves relaxing in the dark. Adam poured another round and made a joke about boot camp, but the laughter was softer, more aware.

Ryder sulked below deck, out of sight.

Summer curled up beside me, her fingers tracing soft patterns over my thigh. Her eyes said everything, proud, hungry, a little bit wild.

Kylie took the seat on my other side, knees bumping against mine as she leaned in, grinning. “You really do like taking charge,” she murmured in my ear, just loud enough for only me to hear.

I didn’t answer. I just soaked up the heat, the respect, the knowledge that for tonight, maybe for the rest of the voyage, I was the one setting the rules.

The balance of power, the hierarchy, the whole damn mission: all of it shifted in a heartbeat, and I could feel the first threads of something dangerous beginning to weave around us.

Above us, the stars burned cold. But on the deck of True North, the night buzzed with the promise of something new.


Chapter five
Digital Desires


Emerald Bay Marina inched into focus like a postcard you could taste. The water started shallow turquoise, so clear you could count every scar on the sand below, then fell away to dark blue that looked painted by hand. Tiki torches flickered along the breakwater. The scent was a gut-punch of hot salt, coconut oil, fried conch, and the sharp tang of diesel from a dozen idling motors. The whole place pulsed: reggae music floated from the bars, deckhands shouted at each other in singsong patois, and gulls screamed bloody murder overhead. It was chaos wearing a five-star cologne.

I had True North running smooth as a watch. Every hand at station, lines coiled and fenders out, anchor ready to drop at my say-so. I ran down the maintenance checklist in my head, ticking each item like a man on a mission. Even with Summer’s taste still haunting my mouth and last night’s trainwreck with Ryder buzzing in my skull, I focused on the job. Dock clean, tie up, don’t let the past thirty-six hours live rent-free in your frontal cortex.

Brooke and Emma manned the midship lines with a precision that made me proud to be their captain. Tessa and Lila flanked the bow, sing-songing instructions that would’ve made the Annapolis training staff weep. Summer made a show of filming with her phone, narrating my every gesture in a low, mock-sexy “yacht influencer” voice. I tried not to watch the sway of her ass as she braced herself against the wind.

The engine hummed, burning steady, as we eased into the assigned slip. Every eye on the dock was waiting to see if we’d fuck it up. We didn’t. I lined up perfect, barely a nudge against the fenders. The mooring line coiled in my hand like a promise, and when I threw it, the dock crew caught it first try. Suck on that, Miami.

As soon as the props died, the soundscape exploded. Reggae from the bar behind me, laughter from the next yacht over, someone hawking lobster out of a cooler, hawkers pitching sunscreen and overpriced sarongs. The air vibrated with potential.

I finished my post-docking checks before the others even uncoiled from their positions. The dads, they called themselves the Board of Directors, because of course they did, powered through the gangway first, hungry for a cold drink and a hot meal. The girls clustered at the rail, gazing at the marina village as if it were Mecca. Summer snapped a selfie with the sign. Lila and Tessa pointed out the gelato shack. Brooke already had a bead on the nearest marine supplies shop, because the next round of training started at oh-six-hundred, rain or shine.

The only person who didn’t move was Ryder.

He stood on deck, arms locked stiff, backpack at his feet. I caught his reflection in the sliding door, jaw set, sunglasses hiding whatever he was thinking, but hands flexing like he wanted to punch something.

Kylie appeared behind him, one hand on the rail, watching. She didn’t touch him, didn’t say a word.

The rest of the crew filtered away, giving them room. I stayed at my post, arms folded, pretending to scan the mechanic’s notepad but really watching the human drama unfold.

It was a showdown I’d seen a hundred times: the guy who always thought he’d have the last word, and the girl who’d finally had enough.

Ryder grabbed his bag and slung it over his shoulder. “So, that’s it?” His voice was low, the bluster gone. “You’re not even gonna walk me to the cab?”

Kylie shrugged, eyes fixed somewhere over his shoulder. “You’re the one who blew it, Ry. You almost got me tossed overboard.”

He let out a breath, looked away. “You’re not perfect either, Ky. You love pushing buttons.”

She squared her stance. “Yeah, but I don’t fuck up the reset. Later, Ryder.”

He tried to reach for her, but she stepped back like his hand was radioactively hot.

That was when I saw it, the tremor in her jaw, just for a second, before she slammed the mask back into place.

Ryder’s response was textbook. He dropped his hand, muttered, “Whatever,” and stalked down the gangway. He didn’t look back.

Kylie stood there, still as a figurehead, then turned away first, shoulders rigid. She didn’t cry, not here.

I made a note of it.

The marina crew hustled Ryder toward a waiting electric cart, but the way Ryder stomped toward it, you’d think he was storming out of boot camp. The other dockhands acted like he was invisible, the social hierarchy already shuffling him to the bottom. As the cart disappeared, the tension snapped, and the True North felt lighter.

I breathed it in, then exhaled, clearing Ryder from the deck and my conscience.

The instant the crew was gone, I turned into a machine.

While the others scattered up the stone path, toward beers, boutiques, or whatever hedonism caught their eye, I dug into the backbone of the ship: fuel lines, electrical diagnostics, hull survey, the whole nine. The checklist was penance. I worked through the sweat and the sting of old guilt, determined not to let anyone catch me slipping.

First up: refueling. The dock staff at Emerald Bay didn’t mess around. They ran high-capacity hoses and triple-checked the bleed valves, but I stood over them anyway, clipboard in hand, watching every decimal tick upward. I logged the numbers with my own pen, not trusting the console app to sync perfectly. When the pump kicked off, I took a rag to the fill port and made sure no splash would stain the hull. Not on my watch.

Next came the hull inspection. I donned the battered ball cap from my Georgia Tech days, pure superstition, but it worked, and walked the perimeter on shaky marina planking. The hull was flawless: no new dings, all the old patches holding. I ran my fingertips along the waterline, testing for any sign of blister. Nothing. I made sure the zincs were still good and the prop was clear, even though I knew nobody else would check that detail until the next haul-out. Some habits were too hard to break.

While the engine cooled, I cycled through every backup system: nav redundancy, bilge triggers, battery cross-link. Every status went into the tablet and handwritten into the hardcopy logbook. I started a new sponsor report on my phone, capturing time-stamped images of the maintenance steps. I didn’t just want the yacht to run, I wanted Maritime Innovations to see that even if I couldn’t keep my own life in order, I was still the guy who could run a ship at triple-nines-level perfection.

Above me, the marina sizzled. A group of party girls in matching sarongs danced past on their way to the bar. One of them flashed a pair of tits (painted in neon, no less) at the True North, maybe as an inside joke, maybe as a dare. From the outdoor grill, the scent of burning jerk chicken tangled with coconut sun oil and the sweet rot of spilled daiquiris. Somewhere, someone hit the steel drums and played One Love for the third time in twenty minutes. It was exactly the kind of paradise the sponsors wanted to sell.

I ignored it. Every time my mind wandered toward Summer’s hips or Kylie’s pointed glare, I buried myself in another task.

I ran diagnostics on the generator, then patched the loose insulation in the engine bay. I topped off coolant and checked the watermaker, fifty-one liters per hour, sodium rejection at spec, just as I’d told the sponsor. I even ran a stress test on the autopilot and shot footage for the sponsor: me, shirtless and sweating, wrench in hand, narrating the process in a monotone so professional they could use it in a training seminar.

By the time the shadows started to lengthen, the rest of the crew had vanished, either into the marina’s nightlife or into the arms of a cold cocktail. I saw Emma and Summer drift to the beachside lounge, arms linked and laughing at something I couldn’t hear over the crowd. Tessa and Lila disappeared into the ice cream shop, faces flushed with anticipation. Brooke prowled the hardware store with the focus of an assassin on a job. With Ryder out of the picture, even the air felt easier. I kept waiting for the guilt to die down, but it didn’t.

I ran a hose over the deck and watched the salt run off in silver lines. With each pass, the hull caught the glow of the dock lights until she looked better than when she left the yard. I wiped down every rail, no matter how pointless, and then doubled back to confirm the fenders hadn’t shifted. I wanted no evidence we’d ever docked at all.

The marina behind me was alive with energy, but True North was a different universe. I relished the solitude, the way a freshly cleaned deck echoed under my bare feet. It was almost holy.

Up at the bridge, I locked down the logbook and sent two separate reports, one to Maritime Innovations with all the glossy metrics they'd want to see, and another to Adam and Mark with the financial breakdown they'd requested. Then I created a third file, stripped of sponsor language and investor-speak, just raw data and my unfiltered notes. I saved this one to my private cloud. Triple redundancy. This was my boat, my dream, my responsibility and nothing was going to break down on my watch.

The sun dipped, and the true magic of Emerald Bay came out. The marina shifted from tourist trap to secret society, low laughter, the ripple of ice in glasses, the glow of tiki torches and deck lights on bare skin. From my vantage, I caught flashes of the crew: Brooke sipping something clear at a cocktail bar, Summer dancing barefoot in the sand, Emma laughing so hard she nearly tipped her chair. I couldn’t help but smile at them. They’d each found their place, however temporary.

A soft wind rolled in from the east, and the smell of the ocean was so sweet it nearly hurt. I closed my eyes and let it wash over me, just for a second.

If I stood perfectly still, I could almost believe I was just a mechanic at a marina, trying to keep the world turning. Not a man who’d broken every rule he’d ever set for himself in the span of forty-eight hours.

The deck was spotless, the systems humming, the boat ready for whatever came next.

I lingered at the transom, watching the taxis ferry new arrivals to the far side of the bay. Couples, families, packs of partygoers, all greedily drinking in the night. My own crew would be back eventually, but for now, True North was mine. The hull glowed under the lights, a trophy I’d barely earned.

I wiped my hands with a clean rag, then checked the locker to make sure it was stocked for morning.

The nighttime breeze teased the sweat off my skin.

I could still hear the echo of Ryder’s “Whatever” on the dock. But there was another sound in my head now, the quiet confidence of a job well done, at least when it came to the things I could fix.

In the electric blue of the marina dusk, I stood alone, captain of my one safe harbor.

If only the rest of my life worked as well as my boat.

I let the peace last as long as I could.

Tomorrow, the cycle would start all over again.

***

The yacht at night was a different animal, slower, darker, full of creaks and low-level moans from the hull. The rest of the crew was still somewhere in paradise, leaving me alone in the editing suite with nothing but a monitor’s cold blue glow and yesterday’s regrets for company.

I’d set up three screens side by side. One cycling through hull inspection footage, one flashing sponsor logos, and the last looping my own commentary with the kind of voice I reserved for IRS audits and bad blind dates. The smell of degreaser still clung to my skin. I tried to lose myself in the rhythm of video scrubbing, but every clip just reminded me how hard I was working to pretend the rest of my life wasn’t falling apart.

I was neck-deep in mechanical B-roll—crystal-clear shots of raw engine guts, my hands wrenching filters into place, beads of sweat splashing the engine mount. The only soundtrack was my own narration and the distant thump of some marina party echoing through the hull. I isolated a frame of coolant flushing into the reservoir, trimmed the start and end, then tagged it for upload.

I didn’t hear Kylie until she was already at the door.

She leaned in the frame, silent as a cat burglar, then crossed her arms and watched me work. I felt her before I saw her, the charge of unresolved drama sparking off her in waves.

“Is this what you do for fun?” she said, keeping her tone light.

I jumped, shoulders tense. She didn’t miss it.

I forced a smile, like maybe the last thirty minutes hadn’t been a full-on nerd-out. “You caught me. This is the glamorous life of a yacht captain.”

She rolled her eyes and sauntered over, but her whole vibe was off. Cool on the surface, but the edges of her eyes burned red like she’d been crying. She perched on the arm of the couch, muscles flexing, but her hands trembled for a split second before she buried them in her lap.

I waited for the attitude, for the first shot across the bow. It didn’t come.

Instead, she stared at the screens a few beats, then went, “Your color correction sucks. Want me to make this look like it came from a real production house?”

“Be my guest.” I slid to the side, feeling the heat of her body as she closed the gap. “I could use a pro.”

She grinned, but it was brittle around the edges. “Don’t get groupie on me, Cap. This is strictly business.”

She dropped into the chair next to me, shoulders pressed to mine. The contact was immediate and electric. Even through two layers of fabric, I felt skin, muscle, and the pent-up fizz of everything unsaid since her run-in with Ryder.

Kylie took the mouse and ownership of the timeline in a single move. She flew up and down the scrub bar, slicing out dead air and tightening every shot with a precision that was almost violent.

“You want to keep the sponsor happy but make it viral, yeah?” she asked, fingers flying. “Nobody cares about thirty seconds of a grown man turning a wrench. But if you cut it with slow-mo engine porn and a little motion graphics, it’s an instant hit.”

She played a finished frame. Suddenly, my ugly mug was a brooding, action-hero silhouette against a blue glow. The oil glistened, the wrench sparkled, and the time-lapse of my hands looked almost magical.

I was floored.

She didn’t even wait for praise. “You want more engagement? Toss in a cutaway of the hull wet-down and a shot of the sunset over the deck. Bonus points if you layer the audio with some voiceover, not just your ‘please don’t audit me’ captain voice.”

I snorted. “You want me to seduce the viewers?”

She turned, her eyes glinting in the light of the screen. “You should try it sometime.”

The tension between us flared, then settled into a steady burn.

We kept working, side by side, arms and knees jostling as we fought for position over the keyboard. Every accidental brush was a sucker punch of sensation. Her skin was hot, and every time she leaned over to cue up a new clip, a fresh wash of her shampoo and sweat hit me like a memory.

Outside the porthole, darkness settled in, broken only by the neon marina lights and the silhouettes of partygoers caroming down the dock. Inside, the world shrank to the size of a single screen and the low, rhythmic blast of the cooling fan.

At some point, I glanced sideways and caught her watching me. Her eyes were clear now, but wet and raw, like she’d scrubbed away every ounce of bullshit.

I softened my voice. “You okay?”

She shrugged, the movement stiff. “Yeah. Just… the usual. Drama boyfriends, drama dads, drama everything.”

Kylie lined up three clips, then let her hand rest on the mouse, her other arm still plastered to mine.

She cracked her knuckles, then said, “You know what sucks? No matter how hard I work or what I pull off, people always see me as just the chick with a camera. Or the hot girl on deck. Even Ryder, especially Ryder, never gave a fuck what I was actually good at. The second I beat him at something, it was always, ‘Who taught you that?’ Like it was impossible for me to just be better.”

She tried to play it off, but her jaw tightened and her eyes flicked down fast.

I considered my words. “You’re damn good at what you do. I’m not blowing smoke. It’s rare to see this kind of instinct in anyone, much less someone who’s been told their whole life they aren’t more than a pretty face.”

Kylie looked up, surprised. “You mean that?”

“Yeah. You’re the real deal, Kylie. I’d trust your edit over some fool with a film degree and a Rolex.”

She chewed the inside of her cheek, like maybe she’d never heard it that way before. “Thanks,” she said, voice nearly gone.

The air in the cabin felt charged, almost heavy. The screen’s blue glow put shadows on her collarbone and highlighted the perfect curve of her cheek. A single bead of sweat ran down her neck and disappeared beneath the edge of her tank top. I wanted to lick it off.

She spun the chair to face me, legs spread for balance. “Why aren’t there more guys like you?”

I shrugged, trying not to show just how hard my pulse was hammering. “Probably had them kicked overboard with the rest of the trash.”

She laughed, loud and sharp, and the sound bounced around the tiny space. It shifted the mood, broke the spell-almost. But the undercurrent was still there.

Her voice dropped. “If you ever want to really blow their minds, let me handle your content. I’ll make you look like a million bucks. Well, a billion in your case. That’s your vibe, right?”

I grinned. “I thought you liked a challenge.”

She smirked, then leaned in, close enough I could count the flecks of green and gold swirling in her hazel eyes. “Oh, I fucking love a challenge.”

We sat there, shoulder to shoulder, sharing the hum of the electronics and the weight of everything we hadn’t said. The rest of the world was gone, just the two of us doing battle with pixels, data, and the urge to close the last inch of space between us.

The yacht creaked around us, a gentle, knowing sound. The marina’s party faded to a distant echo.

She queued up the final sequence, finger hovering over the mouse.

“This is going to knock their socks off,” she said, eyes never leaving mine.

I could see it there, the need, the question, the dare. She was all-in. I was one stupid move from getting lost in her forever.

The night pressed in, sealing us in our little chamber, alone and perfectly matched. I didn’t want to be anywhere else.

***

It was all edge and no chill in the editing suite. Darkness coiled around us, broken only by the crackling blue from the monitors and the hot little bursts of Kylie's perfume every time she leaned in over the keyboard.

What started as brush contact, shoulder on shoulder, thighs pressed side by side, turned into a dare neither of us wanted to back down from. I watched her hands work the controls, and every time our fingers touched, the air got heavier. Her tank top gapped at the sides, showing a flash of tanned, freckled skin. The urge to bite her shoulder and claim her as mine went from idle fantasy to immediate need.

She queued up one of my favorite moments, a slow, perfect transition from deckwork to sunset, my hands still slick with grease and salt. The way she spliced it, even the sponsor logo looked sexy.

I couldn’t hold back. “You’re a genius, Ky. That edit is pure art.”

She paused, the mouse dangling from her hand. The look she shot me was nothing short of a challenge.

“Only because my subject is hot as hell,” she drawled.

My cock pulsed. I couldn’t pretend anymore. Neither could she.

She spun around, shoved the laptop aside, and landed right in my lap. Her mouth found mine, hard and hungry. For a second, I just froze, then instinct took over. I gripped her hips and pinned her down, pulling her flush to my chest.

She moaned into my mouth, grinding against me until my cock felt like it would rip straight through the front of my shorts. Her hands clawed at my shirt, yanking it over my head, then dove for my waistband. In the scramble, her heel knocked over the coffee mug on the low table. It clattered to the rug, splashing cold dregs everywhere.

She laughed, quick and wild, and straddled me, thighs bracketing my hips. Her tank top came off in one move, exposing those epic D-cup tits, full, round, the kind of rack that could get a man voted into public office. Her nipples were pink and hard, begging for attention.

I cupped her breasts, kneading them, rolling her nipples between my fingers until they peaked even harder. She arched into my touch, throwing her head back, hair flying. The sight of her tits bouncing, one, then the other, then both slapping together, was enough to short-circuit my brain.

She ripped my shorts down, freed my cock, then squirmed until her own shorts hit the floor. She wasn’t wearing panties. Her pussy was clean-shaven and already slick, lips parting in hungry invitation.

She lined me up, planted my cockhead at her entrance, and dropped onto me in one greedy move.

“Fuck, yes,” she hissed, sinking down until I was balls-deep inside her.

Her pussy was a furnace, tight as a fist, milking me with every move. She started slow, rolling her hips, then picked up speed, fucking herself on my cock like it was the only thing she’d ever wanted.

I matched her rhythm, fingers digging into her hips, controlling every up-and-down. She rode me hard, the slap of her ass on my thighs loud and filthy. Her tits bounced wildly, clapping together with every stroke, sweat turning her skin slick and glowing in the light from the screen.

She leaned in, biting my lip, then wrenched upright, hands braced on my shoulders. I felt her muscles flex, thighs squeezing tight, abs popping as she went even faster, grinding me into the leather.

“God, Cap, you feel so good—” she gasped, voice high and wavering. “I’ve wanted this… you have no fucking idea…”

She was a force of nature. Her pussy squeezed and rippled, drawing moans from her throat I’d never heard from any woman, raw, honest, totally unfiltered. The slap and bounce of her tits was mesmerizing. I lost myself in the feel of her, the heat, the urgency.

I could tell her body was right at the edge. Her hips started to stutter, her thighs shaking, and her hands dove for my shoulders and dug in like she was trying to anchor herself against a hurricane. She looked straight at me then right down into me, and everything she’d ever been pissed about or passionate about or afraid to admit burned in her eyes. For a split second I wondered if she was going to say something, some knife-edged joke or one last dare, but instead she just threw her head back, mouth wide, hair streaming behind, and started to come.

She shuddered so violently I thought she might snap in two. Her nails scored my flesh, then raked down to my waist as her pussy clamped down on me in an almost painful grip. Rhythmic spasms rippled through her, every pulse squeezing my cock so tight I could barely breathe. She slammed her hips down, grinding her clit into the base of my cock, and the sound she made was half a groan, half a wild, helpless sob, the kind of noise you make when you finally win a war you never thought you’d survive.

It was so fucking raw and beautiful I lost the last ounce of self-control I had. My cock went rock-solid, then erupted inside her, every muscle in my body going rigid as I jackhammered up into that hot, desperate vise of her pussy. I felt the first jet of cum hit, and then the next, and the next, the sensation so overwhelming it was like being hit by a rogue wave I never saw coming. The world narrowed to the sloppy, blinding pleasure of emptying myself into her, her body taking everything I had to give.

She kept riding, milking it out of me, milking me dry, every squeeze and flutter of her pussy drawing out a fresh aftershock. Her breasts bounced and clapped together, sweat flying off them, her face red and lips swollen as she finally started to slow. She looked down at me, dazed and wild, hair plastered to her cheeks and neck, and gave a little laugh like she couldn’t believe what just happened. Neither could I.

We didn’t move at first. The air was thick with heat and the sweet, bitter tang of sex. My hands were welded to her hips, and her thighs still trembled against me, the aftershocks of her orgasm still rolling through. I could feel my heart thundering in my chest, hers matching the beat, the two rhythms so in-sync it was like we’d plugged directly into each other’s circuits.

Finally she slumped forward, melting against me, arms around my neck, cheek pressed to my shoulder. I let my hands roam up her back, tracing the curve of her spine, pressing her closer. She made a soft, shuddering sound, almost a purr, then nipped at my ear.

“Holy shit,” she whispered, voice gone and breathless. “You don’t hold back, do you?”

I buried my face in the tangle of her hair and inhaled. “Neither do you,” I said, and felt her smile against my skin.

She rocked her hips a little, testing the sensitivity, and I groaned as my cock, somehow still inside her, still twitching, sent a spike of electric pleasure straight to my brain. She giggled, then sucked in a breath as another little tremor hit her.

We stayed locked together, not moving, not talking, just letting the sweat cool and the reality of everything settle in. Outside, the world was still alive. The marina pulsed with a hundred other stories, the water slapping the hull, the faint roar of music and laughter, but in here, it was just us, floating in the soft blue light of the screen, wrapped around each other like we might never let go.

She finally pulled back, just enough to look me in the face. Her eyes were glassy, naked, defenseless. For a heartbeat I saw the little girl who’d grown up fighting for every scrap of respect, every inch of independence, then the mask slid back into place, but gentler now, softer.

“Now that,” she said, voice low and rough, “is what I call good content.”

I snorted, then kissed her, slow and deep this time, savoring the taste of sweat and her laughter. My hands wandered up to her face, thumb tracing her cheek, and her eyes fluttered closed.

We sat that way, tangled and sticky and spent, for a long, long time. There was nothing to say. The job was done, the edit locked, the need sated—for now. But I could tell by the way she held on, the press of her hands on my skin, that neither of us was calling it a night.

My cock stayed inside, still twitched in aftershocks as her pussy slowly relented its death grip.

The yacht creaked, somewhere above. Voices, faint, distant, floated down the passageway. The unmistakable sound of drinks hitting the galley counter, a burst of laughter from the salon.

Panic and guilt slammed into me.

I tried to move, but Kylie locked me in with her arms and legs, snuggling tighter. She nipped my earlobe, then smiled, pure mischief.

“We better hustle, Captain. Wouldn’t want the crew to catch us with our pants down.”

She hopped off my lap, bare ass flashing in the blue light, then started scooping up her clothes. I scrambled to yank my shorts up and stuff my cock back in before it had time for round two. My shirt was backwards, but I didn’t care.

Kylie dabbed at the mess on her inner thigh with a napkin, wiped a line of my cum off her pussy, and made a show of licking her finger with a satisfied groan. “Can’t waste the good stuff,” she teased, eyes shining.

She shimmied into her tank top, tugged it down, then winked at me as she toed the spilled coffee mug back under the bench.

Outside, the footsteps grew louder, Emma’s, probably, and Summer’s voice right behind.

Kylie darted to the door, then paused, tossing a smirk over her shoulder.

“Next time, let’s make content worth paying for,” she purred. “We’re, like, unstoppable together.”

Then she was gone, out into the corridor, cool as could be.

I barely had time to mop up the worst of my sweat and shift the screens to looping b-roll when voices landed at the door.

Everything looked normal. Nothing was normal.

I sat there, heart pounding, Kylie's taste still sweet on my tongue and her scent everywhere.

For a moment, I wondered if anyone would ever really see what went on behind the closed doors of True North.

But that was a problem for future me.

Right now, I just tried to catch my breath before the next storm hit.


Chapter six
Storm Warnings


The first warning sign wasn’t the clouds, or the wind, or even the way the sea shifted under our hull. It was the needle on the barometer falling so fast it looked like the damn thing was broken.

I was at the helm, both hands steady on the wheel, eyes flicking between the weather radar and the blue-black line building on the horizon. The nav screens glowed, cold and clinical, but I trusted what I saw out the glass more. The squall line out there was no joke. The pressure had dropped nearly a full millibar in twenty minutes. My left hand clenched the rail, steadying my own pulse.

I’d seen this show before. It never ended the way you planned.

“Shit,” I muttered, flicking the barometer with my thumb, just to be sure. The numbers didn’t lie: whatever was coming was both early and unseasonably mean. The forecast had called for a weak front, but this was the kind of system that could eat a careless crew for breakfast.

I did a quick calculation in my head, distance to the squall, predicted angle, how close we were to the break in the islands. If we stayed on plan, we’d catch the leading edge right as we hit open water between Exuma and San Juan. If we diverted now, altered east and kept speed up, we might thread the needle and ride the worst of it with the wind behind us.

I didn’t even hesitate. Instinct. Training. A lifetime of not wanting to be the headline in someone else’s cautionary tale.

I spun the wheel hard to starboard and punched the throttle, bringing the bow around so fast the whole yacht flexed, the deck canted beneath my feet. The True North responded with a low, satisfied groan, a purebred athlete, born to chew up weather like this. I felt the shudder of her hull, the way every rivet and seam tensed, like she couldn’t wait for the real game to begin.

The yacht leaned into the turn, wind whipping salt through the open bridge hatch. I keyed the intercom and kept my tone steady.

“Attention all hands, storm warning. Secure loose gear and personal items. Deck crew to stations. Cabin crew, prep main salon for heavy weather. I repeat: prepare for squall conditions in twenty minutes or less.”

Somewhere below, I heard the thump of feet, a burst of nervous laughter, a shriek that sounded suspiciously like Summer’s brand of chaos. I didn’t care. The boat was mine now. I’d eat my own regret later.

The sky out there sharpened to a blade. The first whitecaps marched in from three points south, foamy and mean. I double-checked the radar, then toggled the route overlay, selected new coordinates, adjusted course for a beeline to San Juan’s shelter. I thumbed the safety on the autopilot but kept manual override hot, just in case electronics decided to go on strike.

The entry doors to the bridge banged open. Adam and Mark strode in, beers already half-sweated down the neck. Their faces were split between vacation-mode and the old, switchblade awareness that came from a thousand hours on the water.

“Nice little breeze coming up,” Adam said, voice pitched for jokes, but his eyes were glued to the dark mass building ahead.

“Not just a breeze,” I replied. “Pressure’s falling off a cliff. That line out there could throw forty, fifty-knot gusts.”

Mark grunted, moving beside me to peer at the radar. “You’re diverting?”

I nodded. “San Juan’s the best bet. If we keep speed up, we’ll make the harbor before the worst of it. Otherwise, we get hammered for three, maybe four hours.”

Adam’s lips peeled back in appreciation. “Man. Glad I’m not the one steering.”

I shot him a grin. “You survived college with me, you’ll survive this.”

The deck tilted a little sharper as I trimmed the main. Above us, the new angle of attack caught the headsail and sent a ripple down the synthetic rigging. The noise was electric, tight, controlled, but warning anyone paying attention that the easy part was over.

I raised my voice just enough for the deck mics to pick up. “Brooke, Emma, I need main and headsail prepped for heavy weather. Kylie, double-check camera brackets are stowed. Tessa, Lila, run a headcount below. Secure all doors and hatches.”

The answer was immediate, Brooke’s crisp “Aye, Captain!” from the midship deck, quickly echoed by Emma and a burst of chatter from the bow. Even the guys responded: somewhere aft, Chase’s voice carried, trying to sound calm as he corralled the loose gear.

Mark scanned my face, his own inscrutable. “You expecting real trouble?”

I shrugged. “I plan for worst case. If it blows by us, we celebrate early. If not, we’re ready.”

He looked at Adam, then back at me, and I could sense old Navy war stories spinning in his head. “You’ve got it dialed. I’ll tell the girls to stay out of your way.”

“Unless you want to run lines?” I said, raising an eyebrow.

Adam barked a laugh. “At this rate, I’ll be lucky to keep my beer from sloshing.”

But even as he joked, his body language shifted, shoulders squared, feet wider, eyes locked to mine. He knew this was the moment that separated real sailors from the posers. And for all his talk, Adam Carter was the kind of man who respected a captain who actually knew his shit.

The wind hit harder now, maybe twenty knots on the beam, and climbing. The deep, mechanical whoosh of water rose fourfold, echoing beneath the bridge deck. Everywhere I looked, the world was sharper, more dangerous. I locked the wheel in place and feathered the throttle, keeping the boat exactly on the line I’d plotted.

“Look at her go,” Adam murmured, more to himself than anyone.

“Feels like the old days,” Mark said.

I grinned. “Except now we’ve got air conditioning and Wi-Fi.”

“Some things never change,” Adam said, clinking his beer against the metal of the helm.

Outside, the sea boiled blue and white. The first real gust slammed into us and I braced, feeling the yacht shudder, then dig in and power ahead. The deck rolled, then pitched, then heeled up almost thirty degrees, then back again as the stabilizer fins kicked in.

Mark whistled, low and admiring. “She’s built for this.”

I nodded. “She is. But so are we.”

Chase popped his head up the companionway, eyes big as quarter notes. “Uh, is it supposed to rock this much?”

“Only if you’re doing it right,” I shot back, dialing the wheel a hair to windward. “Stay sharp. Next gust is going to feel like a train hit us.”

He disappeared, footsteps scrambling below.

Adam whistled. “You got him running for cover. I love it.”

We rode the first line of squall for a solid three minutes before the waves doubled. The whole hull vibrated with energy like a beast finding its stride. Spray sheeted across the windows; I flicked on the wipers and didn’t bother to wipe the salt from my face.

Adam and Mark flanked me now, beers abandoned, each man locked and loaded for whatever came next.

I ran my fingers over the nav screen again, confirming the new vector. The system chirped, warning of crosswind, but the boat, my boat, just powered through.

In the distance, the horizon vanished under a sheet of wicked purple. Lightning popped, too far yet to be dangerous, but close enough to make my arms prickle up.

Mark let out a long breath. “You ever get tired of this?”

I shook my head. “It’s the only time I know exactly who I am.”

Adam grinned. “Captain Cole. Hell of a sight.”

The deck heeled again, but this time I anticipated it, dialed back the throttle, feathered the rudder, and let the stabilizer do the rest. When the worst of the gust hit, the True North held rock steady, barely a shudder in the seams.

“Damn,” Adam said. “She’s steady as a church. Never seen a boat eat up chop like this.”

I let the compliment stand. I’d earned it. With every adjustment, every micro-correction, I was painting the same picture I’d spent years trying to perfect: the calm in the chaos, the man who didn’t flinch when the world went sideways.

White spray crashed over the bow, splattering the windshield, but I never blinked. I could feel the eyes on my back, girls peeking out the portholes, the dads at my side, even the boyfriends secretly hoping the old man at the wheel would pull them through.

I lived for moments like this.

The squall line loomed closer now, dark as spilled ink and twice as menacing. The wind howled up to a new octave, and the rigging sang with every shift of the hull. I relayed fresh orders to the deck: “All hands brace for heavy sea. Stay clipped in if you’re topside. Chase, make sure all non-essentials are below. Emma, prep med kit just in case.”

Another wave hit, this one bigger, meaner. True North rode up the face of it, maybe three meters at the crest, then slid down the backside like a surfboard on afterburners. Not a creak, not a slip.

“Jesus,” Adam said, “this thing’s a monster.”

“Never doubted it,” Mark replied, but the set of his jaw said it all. He was impressed, maybe even a little envious.

I watched the monitors, the horizon, and the faces of the men beside me. Everything was in tune, machine, ocean, people. Even my nerves settled, replaced by the kind of hyper-aware peace that only came when the stakes were real.

After the fourth, fifth, sixth wave, the rhythm became familiar. The yacht pitched, then righted, gliding through the blue violence with the poise of a goddamn ballerina. My knuckles whitened only from effort, not fear.

The intercom beeped. Brooke’s voice, crisp and eager: “Main is reefed. Bow lines secured. Ready for the next maneuver.”

I grinned into the radio. “Outstanding. Hold position and stay alert. You know what’s coming.”

Adam laughed. “She’s got your blood in her, Cap. No doubt.”

I grunted in approval. “She’s tougher than she looks. All the girls are.”

Mark didn’t say anything, just watched the horizon and maybe, just maybe, me, as I kept the True North locked to her heading.

We punched through the worst of the first squall half an hour ahead of schedule. The wind eased, the chop steadied, and the boat hummed like a predator on the hunt. I checked the barometer again. It was still low, but the trend had stabilized.

“That all you got?” I muttered to the sky.

Adam chuckled, handing me a fresh beer. “You want to call your ex and brag you’re still alive?”

I took the can, but didn’t drink. “Living well is the best revenge.”

Mark cracked a rare smile, then slapped me on the back. “Hell of a job, Captain.”

The boat settled into a new kind of calm, alive, alert, but with the storm at its back and a clear course ahead. I looked at the nav screen: San Juan, dead ahead, ETA just before first light if we kept up our pace.

Below decks, I heard voices, Summer’s clear and bright, Kylie’s sharp and sassy, Emma’s low and soothing. The chaos had been tamed. At least for now.

I eased my grip on the wheel, letting True North do her thing. The yacht surfed the remaining swell with barely a protest, slicing through the remnants of the old storm like she was born for blue water and bad decisions.

Beside me, Adam and Mark settled back, their trust absolute, their admiration plain. They’d never say it, but I knew: in weather like this, there was no place safer on earth than within reach of my hands.

San Juan lay ahead, still distant but inevitable.

Bring on the next round. I was ready.

***

The bridge door banged just hard enough to get my attention, cutting through the hail of spray and the thump of wind on fiberglass. Brooke stood there, hair slicked back tight, lips pinched, body braced to counter the next lurch.

“Fourteen hundred, as scheduled,” she said, voice clipped but steady.

She’d come for her lesson, the one I’d postponed until the afternoon. Not even a barometric armageddon was enough to get her to tap out.

For a heartbeat, I almost called it. The yacht was pitching so wild you could feel the elastic in your socks lose hope. But the way Brooke gripped the stanchion, eyes blazing at the horizon, I realized bailing on her now would be worse than the weather.

“All right,” I said, cocking my head. “You want advanced? Let’s do advanced.”

She nodded once, no smirk, no fear, just pure focus.

I motioned her over to the helm. The deck rolled thirty degrees, but she moved like she’d forgotten gravity was a thing. Her knuckles whitened as she grabbed the rail, then steadied herself at my shoulder.

Adam drifted aft, clearly wanting a front row seat. He slouched in the upper settee, bottle in hand, but his eyes were all business.

I pointed at the horizon where the squall line cut the world into before and after. “See that break, two points off port?”

Brooke scanned, then nodded. “Wind hitting the edge. Gust zone’s moving east.”

“Exactly. This is where most skippers panic. But we’re going to heave-to and let the worst of the front roll past.”

She didn’t blink. “Procedure?”

I shot her a smile. “You tell me.”

Brooke rattled it off, rapid-fire: “Back the headsail, lock the helm leeward, ease mainsheet, balance drive and drift to minimize leeway.”

“Let’s see you do it,” I said, stepping back but ready to jump in if she flinched.

The first wave hit hard enough to send a Linebacker flying. Brooke just widened her stance and barked, “Kylie, ease headsail sheet ten degrees—hard!” Her voice cut through the wind, sharp as a crowbar.

Kylie answered from the winch station, fast hands, quick obedience. “Sheet eased! Line holding!”

Brooke twisted the wheel, judging the force of the gust, then eased the main herself, giving the boat just enough slack to let the bow angle into the pressure without rolling us onto our ear.

“Now!” she said, locking the helm to leeward. The yacht shuddered, caught between momentum and the angry, howling sea.

For a split second, everything felt tenser than a final exam.

Then—magic. The sails balanced, the boat stopped lunging forward, and we started ghosting sideways, riding the crests instead of fighting them.

Brooke checked her instruments, eyes darting from the compass to the telltales. Hands on the wheel, she feathered small corrections, never oversteering.

Adam’s voice floated up, proud and smug. “Look at her. Cool as a cucumber.”

I grunted approval, but in truth, she was better than most licensed crew I’d sailed with.

The boat heeled, caught by another shrieking blast of tropical wind. The hull groaned, deck flexed, spray hammered the windshield. Brooke just kept the wheel set, fingers feathering the rim, eyes locked ahead.

After a minute, maybe less, the worst gusts passed. The nav screen showed us holding position: minimal drift, no wild swings. Dead fucking perfect.

I let the silence last, letting the lesson sink in.

Brooke finally looked over, searching my face as if needing confirmation she’d nailed it.

I gave her the nod. Just that. No clapping, no “Atta girl.” The real praise.

She exhaled, tension draining from her shoulders. For a moment, her hands trembled with the aftershock, but she never let go of the controls.

Adam whistled, raising his beer. "Mark, your girl's a natural! Brooke just made every old salt in the marina look like amateurs." He clapped his friend's shoulder with unmistakable admiration for Mark's daughter.

Brooke didn’t blush, didn’t preen. She just focused on the next step, fine-tuning sail trim, running her hands over the winch levers to feel for slack or snags.

I sidled up next to her, keeping my voice low. “Most people never get to practice this outside simulation. You ran it like you’d been through a dozen storms.”

She answered in a whisper, “Just followed your lead, Captain.”

I found myself grinning, pride and something rougher curling in my chest.

We maintained the heave-to for five, ten, fifteen minutes, letting the worst of the system pass by. Each wave that hit sounded brutal, but the boat just floated over, surfing the madness with grace.

Mark watched the whole time, eyes shining with fatherly pride, his usual competitive edge nowhere to be seen. He gripped the rail beside him when the yacht lurched, but never took his gaze off Brooke. Adam stood nearby, nodding approval at his friend's daughter's expertise. Even the boyfriends clustered at the port rail, their knuckles white against the polished metal, faces caught between admiration and barely concealed fear.

When the wind finally dropped, Brooke eased the main, centered the helm, and let the True North find her rhythm again, sliding into the wake of the squall, unflappable.

I gave her a last look. “You want to run the next one?”

She squared her stance. “I’m ready if you are.”

Adam raised his bottle, voice loud enough to catch the whole deck: “To the best damn captain and first mate on the Atlantic!”

I felt the burn of pride, sharper and sweeter than any bourbon.

For a few seconds, all the drama, all the hunger and chaos below deck, it faded. There was only this moment: the ocean, the wind, and a crew I’d trust to follow me anywhere.

The storm was still with us, but we rode the edge like pros, every move, every snap of sail, a reminder why I’d never really fit anywhere but right here, king of my floating world.

And if Brooke had anything to say about it, she’d be queen of the next one.

***

The engine room was my cathedral, a roaring, sweating, stinking testament to man versus nature. Down here, the noise was a physical thing, shoving against your eardrums and pounding through your chest like a second heartbeat. I loved it. If the world was going to end, let it end with machinery screaming and the salt of real work on my tongue.

I ducked under the piping and started my checks, coolant lines first, then the generator, then the watermaker. The decks above thumped in rhythm with the storm outside. Sweat slicked my spine instantly, air too thick to breathe. It was perfect. Down here, I didn’t have to think about the rest of it, the faces waiting topside, the glances that meant too much, the last insane encounters with Summer and Kylie that still made my cock throb whenever I let my guard down.

I heard the hatch before I saw her. Summer slipped through, pausing at the top of the ladder, backlit by the corridor lights. Even in silhouette, she was impossible to mistake, petite, sun-gold, and painted in the kind of bikini that made a mockery of every rule I’d ever set for myself.

She closed the hatch behind her, sealing off the rest of the world, then started in like she just happened to need me in the middle of a tropical storm.

“Hey, Cap!” Her voice curled through the roar, bright even with the whine of the generator. “You seen the spare chargers for the GoPro? I can’t find them in the galley. Wondered if you stashed them down here.”

She edged close, wiggling through the maze of heat exchangers and ducting, her body slick with sweat and something sweeter. The bikini top barely hid anything; her D-cups bounced with every step, nipples hard as diamonds. Her bottoms, if you could call them that, rode impossibly low, showing off tight hips and the tan lines that haunted my dreams. She was fucking incredible.

My cock responded instantly, traitor that it was. I tried to focus on the job. “Check starboard locker, second shelf from the bulkhead,” I said. “I keep the electronics dry-bagged in there.”

She nodded, then, instead of moving to the locker, she wound her way right up to me, hips swaying, mouth curled in a half-smile that could sink a fleet. “You always smell like this after a fight with the weather?” she asked, voice dropping. “Like engine grease, ozone, and… something that drives me crazy.”

Her hand grazed my bicep, the lightest pass. A touch that shot through me, raw and electric, waking every nerve. “Watching you ride that storm…it was, like, super fucking hot.”

My cock surged in response, swelling tight against my pants; heat flared in my core and all I wanted, viscerally, was to pin her to the bulkhead and fuck her senseless right there. The urge crashed through me, wild as the wind outside, but I forced my attention to the pressure gauge.

I swallowed, hard, then gave her a sidelong glance. “Storm’s not over. Better grab what you need and get topside.”

She put both hands on my chest, leaning in. “Captain Daddy…” she purred. “Don’t pretend you haven’t thought about it. I haven’t stopped. You’re in my head every single second of the day.”

The way she said it, raw, urgent, it cut straight through every defense.

“I mean it, Cap.” Her breath was hot against my jaw, her fingers tracing the line of my neck. “Ever since the first time, I can’t stop. I’m, like… wired for you. I’m not even embarrassed.”

My composure crumbled. The next second, my hands locked on her waist, and I shoved her against the bulkhead. Metal rattled. Her body was a furnace, soft, fevered, desperate. She kissed me hard, tongue plunging deep, teeth nipping at my lower lip. I lost it, slammed her mouth open, drank her in like seawater after a crossing.

She moaned, shoving her chest into my hands. I squeezed, fingers digging into the soft, perfect storm of her tits. Her nipples stabbed my palms; she arched, wrapping her leg up around my hip.

The bikini bottom was gone in one yank, torn to her knees. She kicked it free and hooked her ankles behind my ass, grinding her pussy up my throbbing cock.

“I want it, baby. Right here. Right now.”

I fumbled my shorts open, cock springing out, thick, flushed, painfully hard and already leaking. Summer’s hand snatched it, stroked once, then lined me up. Her pussy was molten—slick, pulsing, so hot it scalded.

I buried myself in her in one move. She gasped, eyes wide, nails clawing my shoulders as she took the full length.

“Fuck—yes. That’s it. Oh, God, it’s so much—”

The engines drowned every sound, but I felt her, body-to-body, heartbeat-to-heartbeat, the wild rhythm of the yacht’s lurching roll adding power to every thrust. I pinned her to the bulkhead, pumping into her, cock driven by pure, helpless hunger. Each time I bottomed out, she shook, tits bouncing, sweat flying, mouth open in silent scream.

She locked me in with her legs, bare heels digging into my back. “Harder, baby. Please. I need you to fill me up.”

I gave it to her, no holding back. The machinery shook, the air thick with hot oil and sex. Every thrust slammed her higher, tight velvet milking my cock until I was seconds from shattering.

“You feel that?” she breathed, eyes blazing. “Never felt this. Not with anyone. Not even close.”

I wanted to answer, to spit back something raw and shameless, maybe even to admit the truth, that nothing had ever made me feel this out of control before, but Summer’s words burned through the last of my shields. All I could do was fuck her harder. She begged for it, and I gave it to her, every piston-driven thrust timed to the ship’s lurching groan, the pounding engine behind us like some primitive drum. My hands locked tight around her ass, lifting her higher until I had her pinned between my body and the vibrating steel, every rib in the bulkhead imprinting itself on her bare back. She clawed at me, nails raking trails down my arms and chest, leaving little welts I’d be proud to find later.

I could feel her coming apart before she made a sound, her whole body tensing, hips jerking, pussy clutching my cock so hard it was like she was trying to keep me inside her for good. The orgasm hit her in waves, a seismic rippling that started in her core and burst outward, her breath catching in little yelps as her head slammed back against the metal. Her hair was soaked, splayed around her in a wild halo, and her eyes rolled up behind fluttering lashes. She looked—fuck, what did she look like? Not a girl, not even a woman, but a force of nature, raw and reckless and so alive it made my own pulse stutter.

I wasn’t far behind, but she was greedy. She wouldn’t let up, even as she came, even as her whole body shook. She kept grinding into me, pulling me deeper, daring me to lose it too. I felt myself teeter, every muscle locked and straining, the sensation so sharp it bordered on pain. She must’ve sensed it, because she leaned forward, lips right by my ear, her voice a ragged whisper: “Let go, baby. Give it to me. Want to feel you come deep inside me.”

It was all the permission I needed. I slammed her once, twice, fuck, I could barely see straight, the pressure mounting until I thought my brain would short-circuit. Then I came, so hard and sudden I saw white, biting down on my own tongue to keep from roaring like an animal. The first jet of cum hit so deep I swear I saw her shiver, and she gasped, “Yes—oh god yes—” as if she could feel every drop soaking her insides.

We clung together, bodies welded, sweat and cum and engine grease mixing on our skin as the storm battered the hull and the machinery howled around us. I lost track of time. My legs shook. My cock stayed locked inside her, still twitching with aftershocks as she milked me for every last pulse. She held me there, arms and legs wrapped tight, as if letting go meant we’d both drift away.

It felt like dying and coming back in the same breath. My heart was a hammer in my chest. I barely remembered where we were. Only the noise, the heat, the impossible sweetness of her body still clinging around me. We were lost in it, our own microclimate of sex and sweat and storm.

When my brain finally rebooted, I realized I was still braced against the bulkhead, Summer sagging in my arms, her forehead pressed to my shoulder, both of us gasping for air like drowning sailors. She didn’t move, didn’t say a word. We just hung there, breathing each other in, the noise of the world reduced to the simple, pounding rhythm of our hearts.

Slowly, the rest of the engine room faded back into focus. The pipes overhead steamed, condensation dripping down our bodies. I could feel her heartbeat, wild and quick, matching mine. Her skin was so hot it almost burned. Every inch of her was humming, vibrating with the same frequency as the humming machinery. It was as if we’d become part of the boat itself. Two live wires, fused together and impossible to separate.

I knew I should pull away, say something clever, put the mask back on. But I didn’t want to. Instead, I just held her, one hand cradling the back of her head, the other still locked around her hips. I felt her smile against my neck, soft and secret, and she squeezed me tighter.

“Holy shit,” she whispered, finally. “I think I just blacked out.”

I laughed, the sound raw and unfamiliar. “You and me both, Sunshine.”

She pulled back and looked at me, eyes glassy but sharp. “Tell me you felt that.”

I didn’t have words for it. So I just nodded, brushing the hair off her sweaty cheek. She grinned, a real, wild, feral grin, and bit my jaw, gentle.

“You’re mine, Captain,” she said. “Got it?”

I didn’t argue. Couldn’t. We were both too spent, too high, too tangled up in whatever the hell this was.

She sagged against me, still trembling, arms locked around my neck. Her pussy quivered as the last shudders rolled through us. Every inch of her was alive, and so was I, more than I’d felt in years.

We stayed tangled, nose-to-nose, breathing each other in. Her face was raw, eyes wet.

She whispered, “What is this, Cap? Is it love at first sight, or am I just completely wrecked for anyone else?”

I had no answer, no words. The guilt slammed into me, then. Kylie’s fingers on my skin, her laugh, the way she’d looked at me last night. How could I do this? How could I lose myself with Summer and not completely break something I’d sworn to protect?

But the truth was, I wanted them both. Needed them both. There was no logic, just hunger.

Airless, we clung to each other, come leaking down my leg, the scent of her sex thick and sweet as honey.

Above us, footsteps thundered, heavy, aimless, too close for comfort.

“Summer? Hey! Where’d you go?” Chase, the golden retriever boyfriend, clueless and loud.

We ripped apart. She grabbed her suit bottom and shimmied back into it with a magician’s speed. I yanked my shorts up and wiped the worst of the sweat from my face. My heart jackhammered, not from the fuck, but from the terror of being caught.

I snatched a heavy wrench from the rack and dropped it against the steel, making a clang that covered the sound of our panting.

The hatch creaked open. Chase stood there, already half-wet from the rain above, face set in confusion.

He blinked, trying to absorb the engine room stink, the sweat, the wild flush on Summer’s cheeks.

He tried to play it cool. “Hey, Cap. The girls sent me. Uh, is everything okay down here?”

I grinned, not missing a beat. “Just running pressure checks. You might want to tighten the deck hatches before the next front. It’s getting gnarly up there.”

He nodded, eyes darting to Summer, never once suspecting what he’d just missed.

“Cool, cool. You coming?” he asked her, clearly annoyed to play second-fiddle to a hardware store.

Summer smiled, pure innocence now. “Be up in a sec. Wanted to see the GoPro batteries. You know—content.”

He shrugged, vanished up the ladder.

The second he was gone, we both doubled over in silent, adrenaline-fueled laughter.

Summer pressed her body to mine one last time, whispering, “You’re so bad. I love it.”

I kissed her forehead, then the tip of her nose. My cock twitched, but I’d given her everything for now. She wriggled back into her bikini, checked the mirror, and stole up the ladder like a thief.

I slumped against the bulkhead, pulse still ragged, skin burning. The noise of the storm couldn’t mask the high, danger, lust, guilt, all knotted together.

This trip was going to kill me. Or make me a believer in miracles.

Either way, I’d ride the wave ‘til it crashed.

***

There’s a stillness that hits a yacht after the worst of the weather, a hush so deep it makes you doubt the past few hours ever happened. True North glided through it now, engines a steady thrum and the chaos outside faded to the memory of salt and adrenaline. One last squall line retreated in our wake, and up ahead the bruised edge of the horizon smoothed out, sun breaking through in streaks of orange and gold. San Juan had never looked better.

Inside, the crew reset in their own ways.

Tessa staked out the starboard settee, journaling like her life depended on it. She hunched over her battered notebook, legs tangled beneath her, pen moving even faster than the water outside. Every few lines, she’d pause, scan the room, then sneak a look at the engine room door, the same one Summer and I had slipped through, one after the other, just minutes apart. If Tessa had seen anything, she wasn’t letting on. But the girl had a radar for untold stories, and the faint pink on her cheeks suggested she was already scripting the next chapter in her head.

Emma ran the marathon of post-storm comfort, moving from galley to salon to cabins, checking on every single body aboard. She’d brewed a pot of coffee so strong it could have jumpstarted a dead battery; poured mugs for the dads, the boyfriends, and even a decaf for Lila, who looked like she’d just survived the Spanish Inquisition. All the while, Emma wore her calm like a force field, smiling, soothing, peeling off blankets and passing out fresh towels like she could single-handedly erase the night.

She dropped into the seat beside Tessa, pressing a gentle hand to her shoulder.

“Hey, you okay?” Emma asked, words low and careful.

Tessa nodded, twisting her pen. “Just… writing it down so it doesn’t eat me up.”

Emma’s smile warmed the room. “That’s the healthiest thing I’ve heard all week.”

Lila shuffled in next, arms wrapped around herself, and Emma was up in a flash, tucking a blanket around her shoulders and whispering, “Let me know if you need anything, okay?” Even after a hurricane, Emma still managed to make it all seem manageable.

I hovered at the edge of the room for a second, watching the choreography. Summer slid onto the settee opposite Tessa, legs bare and golden, hair still damp from whatever shower she’d taken to wash off our sins. She shot me a sly look, then immediately started animatedly debating with Kylie about whether surviving a storm or going viral on TikTok made you more of a celebrity. Brooke and Chase both nursed glass after glass of electrolyte mix, eyes glassy from lack of sleep and the bender they’d taken from the drama on deck.

I made my excuses and ducked out, every nerve still jangling.

My cabin felt like the only clean room left in the world. I stripped off the storm gear and hit the shower, scalding hot, letting the water burn away the stink of sweat, engine oil, and sex. But even as I toweled off and pulled on a clean shirt, the memory of Summer clung tight, her legs locked around me, her voice, the look in her eyes when she told me I was the first man to ever get under her skin.

I forced it all down, dialed up the sponsor’s meeting link, and braced myself for an hour of maximum performance.

The sponsor call was a circus. Whole panel of suits on video, all fake smiles and “way to go, Captain Everett!” They wanted numbers, data, stories especially, anything that would up their follower count.

I gave them the full show: crisp recaps of the squall, detailed video logs, system footage of the nav suite and hull, plus a time-stamped summary of the crew’s response. Every time I mentioned the girls by name, the analytics team piped up with a new stat, Brooke’s sailing lesson already trending, Summer’s “content” blowing up on three separate platforms, and Kylie’s storm edit racking up shares before we’d even docked.

The sponsor lead, a sharp-voiced exec named Pearson, leaned in close to the webcam. “Your social engagement is through the roof. How are you managing to get such authentic moments, especially with Summer? She’s incredible in front of the camera. One-of-a-kind.”

I played it cool. “She’s got real chemistry with the crew, and she’s fearless. I just keep her pointed toward the next adventure.”

Pearson grinned, probably imagining dollar signs. “Keep her happy, Captain. We’ll triple her segment coverage for the rest of the voyage.”

I wanted to laugh, or maybe just cry. If only they knew what went on behind the scenes.

I wrapped the call, uploaded all my logs, and leaned back in my chair wrecked. The old familiar mix: pride in the job, shame in the man, and a hunger for more of both.

Outside, the sun broke clean through the clouds. I drifted up to the deck, blinking in the gold, and found Adam waiting.

He held up a rocks glass full of bourbon, already two sips low. He didn’t say anything at first just handed me the bottle, letting the silence speak.

I poured myself a glass and waited. Adam set his elbows on the rail, gaze on the distant shimmer of San Juan’s skyline. When he finally spoke, there wasn’t a joke in it.

“Rough seas never looked so safe,” he said, voice thick. “Hell of a job.”

I exhaled, the burn of the liquor nothing compared to the guilt twisting my gut.

“You make it look easy,” Adam added, and side-eyed me with a grin. “But I know better.”

He had no idea. It was easier to fight the ocean than to fight yourself.

Lightning flashed again, this time only in memory. I saw Summer, naked, clawing, desperate, and I saw Kylie, Adam’s youngest daughter, wild and reckless, riding me in the editing suite like she was born to it. I saw Brooke, grinning as she conquered the storm. Tessa, scribbling secrets she’d never say out loud. Emma, wiping away everyone else’s fear.

What the hell was I doing? My job, or something else?

Adam clapped my shoulder. “Wouldn’t want to do this with anybody else, Cap. Seriously.”

I nodded, afraid to speak. The city grew closer, lights pricking the morning haze. True North stretched her legs, hull slicing through the last mellow rollers, flawless.

A few decks below, the women who’d changed everything about this trip were already plotting the next round.

Professional legend on the outside, a mess on the inside. But this delicate balancing act wasn't just a fantasy anymore. It was my new reality. Summer on one side, Kylie on the other, with me caught in the undertow of both currents, clinging to the impossible hope that I could navigate these waters without drowning us all.

San Juan beckoned. The storm was behind us, but I knew the real chaos was only just beginning.

I topped off my glass, squared my shoulders, and steered the boat and myself straight at whatever came next.


Chapter seven
San Juan Nights


Docking in San Juan was like sliding into a velvet glove laced with tequila and gunpowder. The marina didn’t ease you in, it grabbed you by the collar, shoved a mojito in your hand, and dared you to keep pace. Old blue neon glared off the water, salsa spilled from open-air bars, and the wet air seemed to stick to your skin like a half-forgotten lover.

That’s what the brochure would say, anyway. Me, I went straight for the engine bay. Classic move.

The minute the True North was locked down, lines tight, fenders triple-checked, shore power humming, I watched the group scatter up the dock like they’d been unleashed after curfew. Lila ran interference, making sure everyone had their shoes and phones. Adam and Mark tried to look like they weren’t dying to check out the local cocktail scene, with Emma and Summer close behind, all bare shoulders and backlit hair. Even Chase looked like he had something to prove, prowling after the girls with both thumbs glued to his notifications.

One by one, they bled away into San Juan’s night, swallowed by music, light, and that promise of something wild just past the next streetlamp.

I waited until the dock noise faded, then slipped below. My sanctuary.

The engine room was still hot from the crossing and thick with the perfume of sweat, salt, and synthetic oil. I didn’t bother with gloves. I wanted the grit, the sting, the reminder that all the beautiful chaos of upstairs couldn’t touch me down here.

First up: fluids. My hands moved by muscle memory. Dip, check, top off. The oil was dark honey, just how I liked it. I bled the air from the diesel lines, listened for the perfect whuff of the generator catching a new prime. Anything less than perfect and I’d be pulling it apart for the next three hours.

Fresh rags, local cotton, not the cheap shit, worked wonders on the metal, and twice I wiped the inspection ports clean just to see the shine. My old Georgia Tech cap was sweat-stained but got the job done, keeping the oil out of my eyes as I leaned over the main block and reached for a stubborn filter. The metal was still warm, almost intimate, like the engine was waiting for me.

The checklists rolled out of my head in clean, precise order. Coolant levels, battery links, alternator belt tension. I went slower than I needed to, savoring the way it felt to force order back onto my world.

By the time I hit the brass fixtures, the space hummed with a low, satisfied purr. A testament to every hour I’d ever spent chasing perfection. I wiped them twice, then a third time for the sponsor’s sake, until every valve and handle gleamed like something out of a yacht porn calendar. Stupid detail, but it mattered.

Outside, the marina pulsed. Laughter rolled down from the terrace above; somewhere, a bottle broke with a sound like summer thunder. I worked anyway, chasing silence.

The wiring panel needed a tiny tweak, so I popped it open and went at it with a jeweler’s screwdriver. Tension in my forearms, a little sting in my bad finger, and just enough resistance to make me feel alive. I could have stayed down there all night.

But the True North was a jealous mistress. She’d run perfectly today, and the smart move was to get it all in the log before someone asked questions I didn’t have answers for.

I double-checked the main shutoffs, then did a slow walk through the salon passing the settee, the echo of the girl-laughter still fresh in the air, that faint undertow of sunscreen and coconut from the galley. I climbed to the upper passage, aware of how empty the vessel felt, and steered straight for my cabin.

My head was still locked in checklist mode. I didn’t expect an ambush.

But there she was: Kylie. Her whole vibe was pure confidence, legs crossed, one bare foot swinging where it didn’t quite reach the floor. She perched on the edge of my bunk like she’d always belonged there, sponsor presentation blinking on her laptop, hair up in a half-messy knot that made her look both dangerous and sweet at the same time.

She didn’t even pretend surprise. “Hey, Captain. Thought you might want some help with this,” she said, tilting the laptop so I could see she’d already color-coded half my bullet points and added at least three memes I’d never admit to recognizing.

I froze in the doorway, heart spiking. My hands were still filthy, smudges of engine grime across the edge of one knuckle and the sharp chemical reek still in my nose. The sight of her, alone, in my private space, it rocked me harder than the last squall.

“Wow,” I said, but my brain shorted out on the rest.

Kylie smiled, and it was the kind of smile that belonged in a slow-motion replay. She wore nothing but a True North t-shirt knotted above her navel and a pair of ribbed running shorts, leaving her long, golden legs fully exposed. D-cup tits pressed against the thin fabric, barely hidden by the letters. Suddenly, the whole cabin felt five degrees hotter.

She patted the bed next to her, casual as you please. “If the sponsors want next-level, you gotta have better slides.”

There was no mistaking the current between us. My cock lurched to full attention, the effect instant and total, like a slap of cold water to the face, or an aftershock following a long night on the edge. Every time I’d tried to banish the memory of our last encounter, here she was, making it impossible.

I wiped my hands on the towel by the door, but it didn’t do much. “You’re in my cabin,” I said, as if I had to confirm I wasn’t dreaming.

“You noticed,” she said, eyes glinting. She didn’t move, but her tongue darted out to wet her bottom lip, slow and deliberate. “Kind of the point.”

For a long beat, all I could do was stare. She was pure danger in bare skin, the vanilla shampoo of her hair mixing with the sharp, metallic bite of my own sweat and oil. Under the laptop screen’s glow, her skin looked golden, every inch of her so perfect it hurt.

She let me stand there, seeing how long it would take for me to crack.

I tried to force the conversation back onto safer ground. “So… you’re skipping out on Old San Juan for a death match with PowerPoint?”

Kylie shrugged, a little roll of her shoulders that sent a ripple down her chest. “Tourist stuff’s overrated. I wanted to be here when you finished, see if you needed a—” and here her voice dropped, sultry— “hand.”

My heart hammered away, blood rushing so hard I wondered if she could see it in my neck. I felt sweat bead on my temples, and not from the engine work.

She set the laptop aside and didn’t break eye contact. “Can I show you what I did?”

I nodded, suddenly out of words.

She leaned in, just enough for me to see the edge of her sports bra under the stretched tee, the soft, perfect curves of her cleavage shifting with the movement. Her hand grazed my thigh as she brought the laptop closer, but the document was the last thing I was paying attention to.

“I switched the font, cut out the boring stats, and dropped in some actual crew shots. Summer’s in the hero image, obviously, but I put you front and center in the action segments. That’s what people care about. The vibe.” She grinned, wicked. “You look good on camera, Cap.”

The compliment hit harder than it should have. I was ready for a fight, for at least a verbal spar, but nothing in my playbook had prepared me for Kylie making herself at home in my bed, laser-focused on me and nothing else.

I watched her lips as she spoke, the way her mouth curved, the way her eyes never left mine. My cock throbbed, fully engorged now and straining against the inside of my shorts. The urge to touch her, grab her, do something reckless and irreversible, was almost overwhelming.

I gripped the edge of the bunk so hard my knuckles went white. “You’re full of surprises tonight,” I said, my voice rougher than I’d meant.

She laughed, soft and low. “You have no idea. Tell me you like it.”

I tried to pull my thoughts together, but the sight of her, those tanned, impossibly toned legs, the roundness of her hips, the shadow of her breasts pushing against cotton, made it impossible. All the professional composure I’d built over the last hour evaporated.

“I like it,” I admitted. “Maybe too much.”

Her smile widened. “Not possible.”

Kylie leaned forward, so close I caught the heat of her skin, the faint tang of sweat and girl. She rested her hand on my thigh and squeezed, fingers digging in just enough to let me know she meant business.

For a second, I remembered all my old vows. No distractions, no lines crossed, nothing to threaten the mission. But with her this close, every rule felt like a joke. My body responded before my brain could issue a counter-command. I was hard as a winch handle, throbbing in time with her touch.

She stroked her thumb up my thigh, edging dangerously close to the hard outline straining my shorts. “This is better than half the shit I saw in L.A.,” she whispered, voice pitched for secrets. “You’re more fun than any influencer I ever filmed.”

The words were sweet gasoline. I wanted to flip her over right then, rip the shorts off, and fuck her senseless before anyone even made it back to the marina.

But I waited. Just a second. Let the moment stretch until I saw her pupils go wide and the pulse in her neck tick up.

“You’re sure about this?” I asked, voice husky.

“Oh, Captain. I stayed behind because I couldn’t stop thinking about you.” Her hand pressed harder, her breath feathering against my ear. “Let me show you how much I want it.”

Sweat broke out along my collarbone, and I let go of all my defenses. The rest of the world, San Juan, sponsor decks, even the rules I’d written in blood, ceased to exist.

All that mattered was Kylie, in my space, on my mattress, ready to light the night on fire.

And if I was honest, I’d been waiting for her to make the first move all damn day.

***

There was nothing gradual about the way Kylie made her move. One second, the air was thick with tension, and the next, the laptop was a forgotten artifact at the edge of the bed. She stood, peeling away the last layer of pretense, her eyes darting over my face like she was searching for a sign to tell her go or stop.

She didn’t wait for confirmation.

“I stayed behind because I wanted to be alone with you,” Kylie said, voice softer than I’d ever heard it. For just a heartbeat, her bravado slipped, and I saw the real girl underneath, wanting, risking, maybe even a little scared that this mattered more than it should.

It nearly finished me.

“Are you sure?” I asked, my own voice barely a whisper. I couldn’t look anywhere but her bare stomach flexed, legs parted in a fighter’s stance, D-cups rising and falling under the thin stretch of her knotted shirt. The word hot didn’t even begin to describe her.

The shimmer in her eyes was all the answer I needed.

She closed the last step and crushed her mouth to mine. The kiss was pure ignition, hot, hard, needy, nothing held back. She tasted like salt and something bright, maybe a trace of the fruit punch she’d stolen on deck before the others left. Her tongue tangled with mine, hungry and unafraid. I reached for her waist, found smooth, bare skin, and pulled her flush against me.

She pressed her hips into mine, grinding on the hard outline of my cock. Fuck, she must have felt it, rock solid, already leaking in anticipation, straining the fabric.

She broke the kiss just long enough to yank her shirt up and off, including her sports bra, tossing them toward the hatch with a flick of her wrists. Underneath, her tits were even better than I remembered. Heavy, perfect, capped with strawberry-pink nipples that begged to be pinched and tasted. I couldn’t help myself. I bent down and took one into my mouth, rolling it with my tongue, feeling it pebble hard as she gasped.

She arched her back, shoving it deeper. “God, yes. Don’t stop…”

I sucked and nipped, switching to the other breast while my thumbs circled her ribs. Kylie's skin was flawless, sun-bronzed and warm enough to burn. She scraped her nails through my hair, dragging me deeper, anchoring me to her chest.

My hands slid lower, gripping her ass through the running shorts. She moaned as I dug my fingers into the tight, high curve, then tugged at the waistband. She wriggled, clearly enjoying giving me a show.

I shucked her shorts down, exposing her completely. She wore nothing underneath. Her pussy smooth, lips parted, already shiny with wetness. My cock twitched so hard it hurt.

Kylie dropped to her knees, planting herself between my legs. She looked up at me, eyes wild with want.

“Let me,” she said, voice just a raspy breath.

She pawed at my waistband, dragging my shorts and briefs down in one go. My cock sprang free, flushed deep red, the tip already glossy with pre-cum.

Kylie wrapped one hand around the base and stroked, slow at first, letting the tension build. Then she leaned in and flattened her tongue along the shaft, dragging it up from the root to the very tip. I shuddered, nearly losing my balance.

She grinned, clearly pleased with herself, then took the head into her mouth and sucked with just enough pressure to make me groan out loud.

“Fuck, Kylie—” My voice came out raw.

She bobbed up and down, her lips sliding smoothly, tongue swirling and lapping at the ridge and the slit. Each time she went deeper, she twisted her hand at the base, milking me perfectly. Drool slicked her lips and dripped down onto my balls, hot and messy and perfect.

She didn’t rush it. Every move was calculated, practiced. She wanted to make me feel every inch, every rolling pulse of pleasure.

She glanced up, meeting my eyes, and damn near broke me.

I cupped the back of her head, fisting a handful of her blonde hair. She moaned around the shaft and pushed deeper, taking me all the way until her nose brushed my stomach. I felt the tip hit the back of her throat, the flutter of her swallow, and my whole world compressed into that single, incredible sensation.

She bobbed faster, working her lips and tongue in perfect coordination. Every little sound she made, wet, filthy, eager, poured gasoline on the fire. My balls drew tight against my body, warning me I was right at the edge.

“God, Kyl—if you keep that up—”

She didn’t stop. She wanted it, wanted to wring me out and savor every drop. Her pace quickened, both hands locking around my shaft as she sucked hard, never letting up on the pressure. Each upstroke was a tease, each downstroke hell-bent on seeing how much I could take.

I lost control, hips rolling into her mouth, chasing the pulse of her tongue.

When I finally snapped, it was like a switch went off in my brain. I jerked her down on my cock and exploded, hot, blinding bursts of cum flooding her mouth, jet after jet while she moaned approval.

She swallowed it all, not leaving a drop, then pulled off with a final, shuddering slurp.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then licked her lips, eyes shining with pride.

“I’ve wanted to do that since Miami,” she said, voice shaky but proud. “You taste amazing. Best of all, now you can last longer while you fuck me brainless.”

I’d never been harder in my life. She noticed, cocking her head and grinning.

Kylie climbed onto the bed, straddling my hips. Her tits bounced as she reached back and lined me up with her pussy. She was so wet it felt like silk.

She didn’t hesitate. She dropped her weight and took me all the way in, balls-deep, in a single, greedy move.

I filled her, stretching her, stuffing her so full she gasped. She planted her hands on my chest and rode, slow at first, drawing out the sensation for both of us.

“God, you feel so good inside me,” she breathed, grinding her hips in lazy circles. “Please, fuck me like this every day for the rest of the trip.”

I grabbed her tits with both hands, squeezing and rolling, then leaned forward and sucked a nipple back into my mouth. She whimpered, picking up the pace, fucking herself on my cock with reckless abandon.

Her ass bounced, tight and perfect, every downward slam sending shockwaves up her spine. She rode me like she was born for it, hair flying, sweat slicking her body. Every time she bottomed out, her pussy clenched, milking my shaft.

“You like watching?” she gasped, noticing my stare.

“I could do this all night. You’re fucking gorgeous.”

She threw her head back and laughed, wild and free.

She pounded me, faster and harder, until I could barely hang on. Her hands locked around my wrists, using my grip for leverage as she unleashed on me.

The slap of her ass on my thighs was loud, obscene, echoing through the cabin.

“I’m close,” she groaned, losing control. “Don’t stop, don’t stop—”

I reached down and thumbed her clit, rubbing circles as she ground down. The effect was instant. She slammed her hips, riding out the shockwave as her pussy convulsed around me, squeezing so tight it bordered on agony.

She came hard, body shaking, gasping and clawing at my chest. Her cunt rippled, milking every inch. I watched her, memorized the bliss on her face as she shattered.

But she wasn’t done. Not even close.

She collapsed forward, lips grazing my ear. “Now fuck me however you want. I can take it.”

I rolled her onto her stomach, palming her ass and spreading her legs wide. Her pussy glistened, still twitching from the first orgasm.

I lined up and drove into her from behind, burying myself in one slick thrust.

She wailed, biting the pillow to muffle the sound. I didn’t hold back. I pounded her, hard and deep, slapping her ass with each stroke. My hands locked onto her hips, pulling her back so I could watch her tight hole swallow my cock over and over.

“God, yes, Captain. Harder. Fuck me hard—”

The words hit like a drug. I battered into her, losing myself in the rhythm, the pure animal pleasure of it. Sweat dripped down my back, pooling at the base of her spine.

Her tits mashed into the mattress, flesh jiggling with every slam. I reached under and squeezed, needing something to anchor myself.

She squirmed, arching her back and shoving herself onto my cock. “You fill me up so good. I love how you feel inside me.”

She came again, shuddering in pulses, cunt locking down on my shaft, suctioning every inch as if she owned it.

I couldn’t last much longer.

I flipped her onto her back, missionary, her favorite she said, and drove in deep, grinding my pelvis against her clit. Her legs locked around me, calves digging into my ass, pulling me closer.

We fucked like that, face to face, sweat and sex and heat swirling together.

Her eyes locked on mine, wide and defenseless.

“Don’t stop, Cole. Please. Don’t ever stop—”

It was so real, it hurt.

I thrust harder, deeper, losing myself in the perfection of her body, those epic tits swaying with every motion, her hands clutching my shoulders, nails digging in like she’d never let me go.

Kylie’s body pulsed around mine, her walls clutching at me in desperate, greedy waves, each contraction somehow more intense than the last. Her pussy didn’t just squeeze; it devoured, drawing me in with a force that threatened to empty me, to rip every drop of self-control and spill it into her until I was nothing but a trembling animal, rutting and blind.

The pressure at the base of my spine built so fast it was almost painful, white-hot, a dam about to break. Kylie felt it, sensed it, and wrapped her legs around my hips, locking me in for the kill. Her heels dug into my back, her hands clawed at my shoulders, and her jaw clenched with feral anticipation.

“Come in me,” she breathed, the threat of tears in her voice, a plea and a dare all at once. “I want it. I want you—” Her voice broke as she came again, an aftershock that made her whole body quake, her inner muscles spasming around my cock like she was hell-bent on squeezing the life out of it.

That did it. I let go. The orgasm ripped through me, overwhelming and wild, like riding out a hurricane with my bare hands. The first pulse was so strong I nearly blacked out. I emptied into her in thick, scalding jets, one after another, my hips bucking uncontrollably, her cunt milking me for everything I had. The world vanished, replaced by red-hot static and the sound of her name, half-choked, torn from my throat.

I grit my teeth and held her, riding out the convulsions as they tore through both of us. I could feel her heartbeat, frantic and thrumming, matching my own. We clung to each other, skin welded tight, fused in a way that went deeper than flesh.

The only sounds were our gasps, the wet slap of our bodies, and the guttural, animal noises that poured out of us, stripped bare of pretense or shame. Sweat stuck us together, cooling even as we burned, and I could smell her, salty, tangy, a little sweet, a little wild, nothing but Kylie and sex.

She collapsed under me, boneless and trembling, her thighs shaking on either side of my ribs. I wanted to say something clever, some cocky line to match her energy, but I was barely capable of speech. The best I could do was hold her, hand splayed across the curve of her lower back, fingers buried in the golden tangles of her hair, and try to breathe.

I didn’t realize how long we lay there, not moving, not speaking, just soaking in the afterglow. Time went elastic. Eventually the pounding in my ears faded and I became aware of the rest of the world, the hum of the air conditioning, the faint clatter of a halyard against the mast outside, the distant music of the marina.

She exhaled, slow and deep, her breath hot against my neck. I felt her lips graze my collarbone, not a kiss, more like a benediction. My cock was still inside her, softening, but she didn’t let me go. Not even a fraction.

When she finally did speak, her voice was husky and uneven. “Holy shit,” she whispered. “I think you broke me.”

“You started it,” I murmured, stroking her hair, letting my hands drift down her slick, sweat-damp back. “I just tried to keep up.”

She gave a lazy, contented laugh, the kind that says everything’s right in the world, at least for this one, impossible moment. She rolled to the side, dragging me with her, and nuzzled in, forehead pressed to my cheek, breathing me in.

I felt her heartbeat against my chest, still fast, but slowing now. Mine, too.

For a long minute we just lay like that, tangled and sticky and completely silent. It felt like floating, like being cut loose from gravity. I knew I’d have to face the real world again in a few hours. The deck full of people, the morning-after questions, the endless parade of rules and tempers, but right now, it was just us, drifting together in the dark.

She reached for my hand and brought it to her lips, kissing my bruised knuckles. “Promise me something?”

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

“Don’t pretend this didn’t happen. Not with me.” There was a fragility there I’d never heard before. “I know what it is. I just… I don’t want to be a secret.”

The words gutted me. I wanted to tell her I’d never hide her, never treat her like a mistake. Instead I just squeezed her hand, trying to pour everything I felt into the gesture.

Her eyes were huge and raw and so fucking real. She saw right through my silence, and for once, I didn’t care. I wanted her to see all of it, the hunger, the guilt, the need, the hope.

We stayed that way, glued together until the sweat started to chill and the world crept back in.

I buried my face in her neck, breathing her in, heart pounding so hard I thought it might burst.

For a long moment, neither of us spoke. Just the sound of our lungs, the throb of her pussy squeezing out the last drops from my softening cock.

Finally, Kylie brushed my cheek, her thumb unsteady. She looked away, trying to hide it, but I caught the tremor behind her perfect mask.

She forced a laugh. “It’s so stupid. I should be good at this by now, but every time, I worry you’re just here for the show.”

I blinked, not understanding.

She pulled me close, arms trembling. “Nobody ever wanted the mess underneath, you know? The real me. It’s always about the body, or the followers, or the viral video. Even Ryder. Yeah, he told me he loved me, but only when I made him feel like a winner.”

There was nothing I could say, not right away. So I just held her, smoothing sweaty hair from her face.

“I see you,” I said, the words simple and true. “Not just the package. You’re the most alive person on this boat. I want all of it, most of all the mess underneath.”

She shuddered and let herself breathe, the tension melting away.

For the first time, the girl who’d always led with attitude let herself be soft.

We lay together, tangled up, my cock still buried in her, our bodies sticky and spent. Nothing about it felt temporary.

She nuzzled my jaw, a grateful, secret smile tugging at her lips.

I kissed her, gentle, unhurried, memorizing the taste and the way her body molded perfectly to mine.

If this was the mess underneath, I wanted in.

Maybe, just maybe, she believed it too.

***

If True North was my fortress, San Juan was an open invitation to lose your mind.

The crew spilled off the dock and up into the heart of the city, swallowed by painted stone alleys and the thump of live drums from every passing doorway. Summer led the charge, dragging Adam, Emma, and a reluctant Chase along for the adventure. Mark followed a half-step behind, radiating Navy Seal stoic but clearly enjoying the way the women turned every head they passed.

Even from half a mile away, I could picture it: Summer beelining for a street artist’s mural, phone up, capturing everything, her own beaming smile, the sunlight striking off wet pavers, even the splash-bucket of a passing festival dancer. She talked with her hands, dared the old men at the gelato stand to pose for her feed, and charmed half the town before they’d walked three blocks.

Later, Summer told me how it all went down. Chase didn’t love it.

He started off cocky, arm slung around her hips like he owned the sidewalk. But every time Summer stopped to laugh with a shop owner or grill a bartender for a taste test, his grip tightened. His eyes never left her, but not in the way that made you feel wanted. It was more like he was counting down the seconds until she belonged to only him again.

“That’s amazing,” Summer said at one point, flashing her phone at Emma as they compared photos. “Wait until Cole sees this. He’s going to freak.”

The words hit Chase like a left hook. His face went tight, mouth twitching.

“You can send it to me first,” he blurted, too fast. “I bet I could get twice as many likes off a shot like that.”

Summer didn’t even blink. “Not the point, Chase. You gotta see it through the right eyes.”

Emma caught it like she always did. She threw an arm around Summer’s shoulder and spun her toward the next vendor, expertly sidestepping Chase’s death grip.

Adam, meanwhile, was eating everything in sight. He sampled anything that looked local: fried plantains, mofongo, little shot glasses of some kind of honey-sweet rum. Each time, he offered a bite to whichever woman was closest, shamelessly playing up his “fun dad” persona.

Mark was more reserved, but he watched every transaction, eyes scanning the crowd, body always between the girls and the busiest parts of the street. Every so often, he’d lock eyes with a street vendor or local muscle and nod, silent but not unfriendly.

I heard about most of this secondhand, but I could picture it perfectly, the way Summer’s energy lit up the group, the frustration brewing in Chase, and Emma’s slow, almost surgical manipulation of the day.

At lunch, they set up shop at a café so open to the street, it may as well have been part of the sidewalk. The tables were crowded with locals and tourists, plates stacked high with roast pork, fried cheese, bright slashes of pickled onions. Summer filmed the whole thing, teasing Emma about her food styling skills and baiting Adam into eating whatever looked most dangerous.

Chase tried to get Summer’s attention back, but every time he leaned in, she’d spin away to snag a better angle or pull Mark into a debate about which street had the best coffee.

It all came to a head just after they’d finished. Some local guys wandered over, asking for group selfies with Summer and the girls. She agreed, gracious, flirty, but never inappropriate. Still, Chase bristled. He leaned between her and the camera, laughing too loud, pulling her into his lap so the whole world would get the message.

Summer went stiff for a beat, then flashed that signature smile, too bright to be real.

Emma saw it all. She exchanged a look with Summer, pure telepathy, then went into motion.

“Chase, there’s a museum up the block that’s supposed to be amazing,” Emma said, wrapping her arm through his and giving him a look that dared him to protest. “Why don’t we check it out? Dad, would you mind taking Summer to the marketplace? She’s dying to show you the spice stands.”

Adam missed the subtext but ate up the flattery. “That’s what I’m talking about! Mer, you’ll love it, the crafts, the colors, wait til you see!”

Chase tried to protest, sputtering something about not getting left behind, but Emma was pure velvet and steel.

“You’ll catch up,” she said, voice sweet enough to hide all the force in it.

Chase relented, glaring, but let himself be led down the block.

Emma lingered long enough to squeeze Summer’s hand under the table. “Text me if you need an out,” she whispered, just loud enough.

Summer’s eyes softened. “Thanks, Captain Carter,” she said, throwing Emma’s childhood nickname back with a wink.

Adam looped an arm around Summer’s shoulder and guided her toward the market, Mark flanking them like a bodyguard. Summer didn’t look back, but I knew she saw the way Emma glanced over her shoulder and gave her a nod, small, but unmistakable. The kind only sisters (or lovers) ever noticed even though they weren’t technically related.

As the crew split, so did the whole vibe. Summer hit the marketplace breathless, free, darting from stall to stall, phone at the ready. Adam played up the local, dad-for-a-day angle, scoring discounts with bad Spanish and even worse dancing. Mark pretended indifference, but kept a running tally of every shady character eyeballing the girls.

Back at the café, Emma worked to keep Chase occupied, quizzing him about art, algorithms, and anything else that would keep him from blowing up Summer’s phone with needy texts.

By the time the sun started dropping behind the cathedral spires, both expeditions had shopping bags, a hundred photos, and only the faintest hint of disaster in their wake.

That’s how it looked from the outside. Underneath, the game had shifted. Alliances were forming. Everyone was picking sides even if they didn’t know it yet.

I could hardly wait to see what the next port would bring.

***

The gang came back to True North looking like they’d survived a carnival and a food fight, with shopping bags, sunburns, and stories too wild for the sponsor blog. I heard them whooping down the dock before I saw the first head crest the gangway. Adam led the charge, swinging a woven tote loaded down with bottles and some kind of local sausage that had already started leaking through the paper. Summer flanked him, cheeks flushed, hair wild, still clutching her phone like it was the only thing keeping her tethered to earth.

Emma and Mark brought up the rear, moving slower but with the satisfied look of people who’d won the day.

Chase was last, head down, jaw tight, doing a shit job of pretending he was fine. If the day had been a scoreboard, he’d been shut out.

I met them at the gate, all business.

“Welcome back,” I said. “Everything go according to plan?”

Adam grinned, clearly a drink or two into the evening already. “Better than that, Cap. This place is insane. Ask Summer. She’s the new mayor of San Juan.”

Summer shot me a sly look, laughter still buzzing in her voice. “You’d love it, Captain. Wait til you see my edits. I got you a whole highlight reel.”

Even Chase cracked a forced smile, though he stuck to Summer’s side like a barnacle.

Dinner was classic True North: bright lights, open wine, and the galley pumping out plates faster than most high-end restaurants. Brooke, having rejoined after her own sailing studies, brought the energy up a notch, challenging Tessa to see who could recite the most local history facts in a row. Lila and Emma played referees, sneaking bites from each other’s plates. Even Summer got in on it, baiting Adam to see how much hot sauce he could handle before he tapped out.

I kept to the captain’s seat at the end of the table, clear sightlines, easy escape. Kylie took the first spot to my right, slipping effortlessly into her “breezy but not obvious” mode. Every few minutes, her knee would bump mine or she’d shoot a glance my way, just long enough for me to remember what she looked like naked and breathless.

Every so often, her hand slid beneath the table and found my knee, warm and insistent, her thumb drawing lazy, daring lines up my bare inner thigh. My whole body tensed, not to flinch, not to gasp, not to let my head snap down to watch her fingers working their mischievous path. It was a game, and she played it slow, thumb stroking and caressing, tracing higher, as if she wanted to see how long I could last before I cracked.

The dads wasted zero time cracking the bottle of San Juan’s best rum. Adam poured the first round, then stood like he was about to address Congress.

“To Cole and True North, exceeding expectations at every turn,” Adam declared. The way he said my name, it was clear he meant every word.

Mark chimed in, precise and understated: “The sponsors are taking notice. Our numbers are trending up, footage is flawless, and performance metrics are off the charts. Couldn’t ask for a tighter operation.”

I raised my glass and gave them the safe, practiced answer. “Couldn’t do it without the crew. You make me look good.”

Kylie’s hand lingered on my thigh, invisible under the table. I did my best to ignore the way she flexed her grip.

Brooke gave me a knowing smile, then toasted with Gatorade. “Best captain I’ve ever had. No offense, Dad.”

Mark looked proud; Adam looked like he’d just won the Super Bowl.

Conversation drifted to the day’s adventures. Summer took center stage, spinning stories about the wildest market stalls and the old woman who tried to teach her salsa right there in the street.

“I have video,” Summer promised, eyes darting to me. “I’ll show you after.”

Chase cut in, tone casual but eyes locked on mine. “What about you, Captain? What did you get up to while we were out making history?”

He asked it with a smirk, like there was a right answer he already had.

I kept it textbook. “Maintenance and sponsor prep. Never a dull moment keeping her seaworthy.”

Kylie’s thumb kneaded my shorts, slow and suggestive, but I didn’t let it show on my face.

“Somebody’s gotta do the real work,” Summer said, throwing me a wink. “Glad it’s not me.”

That got a laugh from the table, even from the wounded pride corner.

After dessert, something wild with pineapple and rum, the group started to fragment. Emma offered to help clean up; Brooke and Tessa plotted a midnight movie in the salon. Summer vanished topside, camera swinging. Chase made a half-assed attempt to follow, but Adam corralled him for one last “boys’ nightcap” in the aft lounge, clearly determined to keep him out of trouble.

I made my exit and climbed up to the helm, where the air was cleaner and the city lights turned the water to hammered silver.

I heard the tap of bare feet before I saw Lila.

She moved quiet, catlike, settling beside me at the console with a faint smile.

“You’re always working,” she said, glancing at the weather readout.

“Somebody’s gotta keep the ship afloat,” I replied with a smile.

She nodded, then eased into her real agenda. “I came to ask about tomorrow’s anchorages. There’s been a lot of… shifts lately.” She paused, searching for the right words. “Some of our passengers might need… different accommodations. For privacy. Or maybe just space.”

Her look was loaded, gentle but sharp. She knew. Or at least, she knew enough to play it safe.

“I’ll adjust the rotation,” I said, matching her cool. “You let me know if anyone needs anything extra.”

Lila nodded, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Thank you, Captain. You make it easy for everyone to feel comfortable.”

She held my gaze a heartbeat longer than normal, then vanished down the stairs.

I watched her go, gears turning.

It hit me then, how much power Lila had, even without ever raising her voice. She saw everything, stored it away, and pulled the levers when nobody else was watching.

I reset the schedule on my phone, then poured myself a whiskey at the helm. The city was alive, tossing reflections all the way out to the breakwater. I exhaled, letting the hum of the universe stitch itself around my bones.

Below decks, the stories multiplied. Summer and her edits, the Hollis girls plotting, Chase nursing his insecurities, and Kylie already in bed playing back the night’s greatest hits.

Somewhere, Lila took notes and sorted out the future.

It wasn’t just a yacht anymore. It was a live wire, a network of wants and secrets built on the bones of my old discipline.

I watched the lights of San Juan shiver across the water, feeling the pulse of the city and the ache of everything I wanted, everything I suddenly realized I could maybe, finally, have.

The night stretched out, hot and honest, promising fresh trouble when the sun came back up.


Chapter eight
Breaking Points


The rumor mill on a yacht spins faster than the prop at full throttle. By the time we cleared sight of San Juan, even the seagulls circling the stern knew Chase Dalton was losing his grip.

It started subtle. Chase sticking to Summer’s side on deck, his eyes glued to her every move. The guy was a walking advertisement for jealousy. Every time Summer so much as glanced in my direction, Chase stiffened up like a Navy signal flag in a hurricane. If looks could knock a man overboard, I’d have been shark bait by noon.

The rest of the crew felt it, too. Even at breakfast, with the sun not quite up and everyone slouched around the table in gym shorts and bed hair, Chase couldn’t keep his mouth shut.

He leaned in over his coffee, voice pitched for “just between us” even though the whole damn crew sat three feet away.

“Some people don’t get boundaries, you know?” he grumbled, staring at his phone. “You’re with a girl, but there’s always that guy, always pushing in. It’s disrespectful.”

Emma shot him a look of pure frost. Summer ignored him, scrolling through her own phone as she nibbled fresh pineapple. Only Adam tried to smooth it over, loading up Chase’s plate with fried eggs and acting like he hadn’t heard a thing.

I knew the clock was ticking. The only question was when Chase would implode.

***

By midday, the wind had swung out of the east, spiking the swells and sending salt spray over the bow. We were three hours from the waypoint, engines steady, true course locked in. The girls had drifted up to the sun deck, bronzed legs everywhere, while the dads set up shop at the bridge lounge with frosty drinks and sponsor reports.

That’s when I called the man-overboard drill.

“All hands to stations,” I boomed over the PA, voice as crisp as the wind. “MO-B underway in two. Ready on my mark.”

It should have been routine. Emma and Brooke nailed their lines first, harnessed to the rail and ready to deploy the extra float. Tessa and Lila hustled forward, grabbing the strobe marker and prepping the recovery sling. Summer took aft watch, and Chase hovered right behind her, arms folded, jaw working overtime.

I ran the play clean: toss the “dummy” over, count the seconds, track recovery teamwork, and see who brought it all home.

But then Summer moved to the lifeline, prepping the horseshoe buoy, and Chase’s hand shot out, clamping down on her arm.

Not cool. Not even close.

She winced instantly, twisting away. “Chase, let go. You’re squeezing—”

He didn’t let go. His whole body went rigid, his voice hard enough to carry over the slap of the sails.

“You’ve got a secret thing with Cole, don’t you?” he barked. “Think I’m an idiot? I see how you look at him. You wanna fuck Captain, just say so!”

The words detonated across the deck. Every head snapped up. Lila froze mid-step, even Tessa’s pen dropped to the nonskid in shock.

Considering Summer and I had fucked twice already, he had a point⁠. I could admit that much. But this was definitely not the way to get to the root of things. Not like this.

The air snapped tight as a drum. Sweat beaded on my upper lip, and I felt every set of eyes, including Adam’s, locked on the spot where Chase had just gone nuclear.

I dropped into captain mode, voice cold as a December front.

“Chase. Hands off. That’s an order.”

He let go, barely, but he was shaking, face beet red.

Summer yanked her arm free and glared at him, eyes wide, not scared but pure lightning.

“I’m not your property, Chase. Stop embarrassing yourself.”

Chase spat on the deck. “You’re all fake. Thought you wanted real. Guess I was wrong.”

The drill was dead in the water. Nobody moved, nobody dared breathe.

I closed the distance, stepped right between them, and squared up, blocking Chase’s path with my body. He tried to hold my gaze, but I knew that game; he had nothing left.

“You ever grab someone on my crew like that again, you’ll be on the next chopper out,” I said. My words hit him like a gut punch. “We all clear?”

He flinched, but held his ground. “Yeah, Captain. Sure. Crystal.”

Adam made his move then, sidestepping out from the bridge with all the force of a CEO pulling rank at a board meeting.

“Chase, walk with me. Now.”

His voice brooked no argument. I watched the two of them stride aft, past the crew, past the galley, straight onto the stern platform.

The rest of the crew scattered. Brooke and Emma untied their harnesses in silence, Tessa and Lila gave Summer a quick check-over before vanishing below. Only Summer hung back a half-second, rubbing the spot on her arm where Chase’s fingers had left faint red prints.

I looked down, taking in the marks on her arm. “You okay?” My voice gentled as her gaze flicked up to meet mine.

She nodded, not quite looking at me, and leaned in, pressing her forehead to my chest as if she could hide there. “Thank you, baby,” she whispered, the words barely audible. “I always feel safe with you around.”

I placed both hands on her shoulders, holding her close but careful not to make a scene; I knew what this looked like to anyone watching. “You should let Emma check your arm,” I said, keeping my voice quiet and steady.

She gave the smallest nod, still pressed up against me, and let out a long, shaky sigh. “I wish you could really hold me,” she murmured.

“Come find me later,” I promised. “I’ll make it up to you.”

Summer pulled back slightly, searching my face, and when she smiled there was a brightness there that hadn’t been there a minute ago. “It’s a date,” she said.

Then Summer bounced away, all lightness and relief, and I watched her go, a knot of doubt tightening in my stomach as I wondered if I’d just made things harder for both of us.

I headed back to the wheelhouse, but my focus wasn’t on the horizon.

Through the tinted glass, I watched Adam and Chase as the drama went down.

***

There’s a language to a real man’s showdown. Adam’s body said it all, arms out wide, voice up, chin jutted in defiance. It was the same energy he used to close big deals or hammer out little league disputes, now dialed to max.

Chase tried to play it cocky, hands in his pockets, but he was shrinking with every gesture Adam threw his way.

I could just barely hear Adam’s speech over the deck mics.

“We don’t do that shit on True North,” Adam barked. “You lost your temper. You lost my trust. We told you what would happen at the start of this trip. That’s a one-way ticket out.”

Chase blurted back, “She was playing me! They ALL play me—”

Adam cut him off. “No more excuses, Chase. You crossed the line. You’re packing your stuff and disembarking at St. Lucia. That’s final.”

For a second, I thought Chase might swing. He clenched his fists, stepped in, but Adam didn’t even move, just glared him down until the younger man finally wilted.

The verdict was in. Chase was history.

Chase stomped along the transom, muttering expletives, then vanished below deck, probably to rage-text his side piece or break something in the crew quarters.

Adam lingered, braced on the rail, breathing hard. I knew that look, half relief, half regret. It was the price of leadership, and he wore it like a wound.

The rest of the crew drifted back into sight, but the mood was shattered. Kylie ducked her head, pretending to be busy with GoPro edits. Brooke and Tessa huddled by the midship rail, trading nervous glances. Lila shot me a look that said “are we safe?” without having to say a word.

Even Summer, always the sunniest spirit onboard, had gone quiet, gaze fixed on the rolling blue behind us, lips pressed tight like she was holding in a scream.

I waited for the adrenaline to burn off, then walked onto the deck to address the crew.

***

What you don’t read in the captain’s manuals is how to clean up after a personal storm.

I gathered the core crew at the bow, out of earshot from the salon.

“Listen up,” I said. “I know that got messy. Safety is always first. We look out for each other. If there’s ever a problem, you come to me or the dads. Nobody has to take anyone’s shit, ever.”

Emma nodded, eyes glinting with silent support. Tessa and Lila both looked rattled, but steadier now.

Kylie piped up, voice hard. “Doesn’t matter how rich or ripped you are. You put hands on someone, you’re out. Good riddance.”

Brooke, ever the tactician, added, “It’s not just about drama. That kind of distraction can get people hurt.”

They were right. I gave them the facts, and the facts only.

“Chase is done. He’ll be off the boat at the next port. End of story.”

Summer looked up then, her eyes raw but bright. “Thank you, Cap. For not letting it slide.”

I just nodded, letting the silence settle.

When I dismissed them, they scattered. Not to gossip or rehash it, but to process in private, like a real crew.

I caught Summer’s gaze once more as she headed belowdecks. She held it just long enough to say, without words, that she had more to say. Later, maybe.

Even after the group splintered, the aftershocks lingered.

I went back to the wheel, locked eyes with Adam through the glass. He gave a thumbs-up, barely, but enough.

Mark never said a word, but his approval was in the set of his jaw, the relaxed way he finally unclenched his death grip on the bridge rail.

The next hour passed in a hush. The only sound was the engine and the slap of water, and the soft, nervous shuffling of regret echoing down the corridors.

***

If power abhors a vacuum, lust runs to fill it.

With Chase neutered and Ryder already gone, the hierarchy was crystal clear. I ran the boat, Adam and Mark backed the play, and the women, Summer, especially, drifted closer to the epicenter.

But nobody celebrated. Not openly, anyway.

Down in the galley, Lila made a round of iced tea, pouring extra sugar for the girls who liked it, avoiding eye contact with anyone who seemed on the brink of a breakdown.

Emma rallied, popping open a laptop and pushing everyone to focus on content and meal plans. Kylie vanished into her vlogging, headset on, numb to the tension except for the nervous way she chewed the inside of her cheek.

Brooke and Tessa climbed topside for a break, spearing their legs over the bow like they were back in high school, talking in low voices about who-knows-what.

It was Summer who fascinated me most. She drifted between groups, never settling, her body hyper-alert and wound tight. She wore a strapless red bikini that made her tan pop, and every time she brushed past, I caught the scent of her sun-warmed skin and the fragile hurricane brewing in her head.

She was untethered. But that would change.

***

Nightfall snuck up faster than usual. The sky went from blinding blue to bruised indigo in less than an hour. I killed the engine, let us coast, and locked the helm. The ship settled into a gentle roll, as if the previous drama had never happened.

Adam and Mark convened at the aft lounge, speaking in low tones. From the wheelhouse, I could just barely see through the glass: Adam’s hand squeezed Mark’s shoulder, Mark’s eyes locked hard on the horizon, both men sipping whiskey like the fate of the world depended on how fast they could empty the bottle.

The women kept to their own corners. Summer watched the sunset alone at the port rail, arms folded under her bikini-clad chest. The way she leaned into the wind, you’d have thought she was trying to empty her entire past into the ocean.

I did a slow walk through the passageways, checking the checklist, but my brain kept replaying the sound of Chase’s accusation.

You’ve got a secret thing with Cole, don’t you?

If only the boy knew how on-the-nose that was.

But it didn’t matter. The current had shifted, sweeping the old guard off the boat and leaving behind only the hush that comes after a storm. The only thing left to wonder was how bold Summer would get, now that her boyfriend was nowhere in sight. It wasn’t like Adam or Mark was her dad. Did she plan to advertise our fling? What would Kylie think?

I found myself at the nav station, logbook open, hands moving by rote as I prepped for the next shift. Out the windows, darkness wrapped around True North like a velvet glove.

Above me, the voices of the girls drifted through the deck grating, soft, female, half-laughter and half-confession.

Below, alone in the mechanical glow of the monitors, I finally let myself breathe.

Tomorrow, Chase would pack his bags. Summer would come looking for closure.

And me? I’d have to decide if I was captain or king.

***

When Adam finally returned, he nodded once, a silent verdict. “He’s still cooling off. Thanks for holding the line.”

I tried to play it cool, shrugged off the tremor in my hands, but really, I was vibrating from the inside out. My fingers were useless for a solid hour, so jacked up on nerves I could barely grasp anything. The high of it lingered. Would Adam even recognize me if he saw the truth? If he knew what happened between me and Summer, or the even sicker twist: me and Kylie, his own flesh and blood? The thought was electric, dangerous. My gut clenched and the rush wouldn’t let go.

The rest of the night ran quiet. No more blowups, no more outbursts. Just the rhythm of the hull, the whisper of the sea, and a crew that understood the price of loyalty.

Somewhere below deck, Chase packed for exile. Summer nursed her wounds and dreams. Across the thin walls, the promise of the next escalation ticked away, just waiting for someone to light the fuse.

We weathered one more storm. But I knew tomorrow would bring a new set of rules.

And I’d be ready.

***

Some people unwind with meditation. Me? I preferred the hum of cooling fans, the scent of warm circuit boards, and the hypnotic blink of a status LED. On True North, the nav room was the closest thing to a church I had. By ten p.m., most of the boat was dark, just the deck lights and the soft, never-sleeping glow of the chart plotters.

My hands moved on autopilot: typing in the course to St. Lucia, logging the incident with Chase, running a final check on the weather overlay. Wind was holding steady, current exactly where I wanted it. In theory, I was supposed to be thinking about knots and vectors, but my mind kept replaying the look on Summer’s face as Chase melted down. The raw hurt. The anger.

I massaged the bridge of my nose, trying to squeeze out the memory.

The hatch creaked, a ghost of a sound. In the nav room, every sense was amplified. I didn’t even have to turn. I knew it was Summer the second she slinked inside.

She moved like moonlight on a tide: effortless and a little too quiet. Tonight, she wore a slip of a dress, nothing underneath from the way it clung to her nipples and the perfect curve of her hips. Her hair was a sun-bleached mess, skin golden, bare feet silent on the deck.

She closed the hatch behind her, sealing us in with the machines.

I waited for her to speak, but she hesitated, just stood there, lit by the blue-green aura of the displays, like some shipwrecked spirit haunting my dreams.

“Hey,” her voice floated, softer than the whir of the nav fan.

I rolled my shoulders, kept it professional. “Couldn’t sleep?”

Summer crossed her arms, hugging her chest, not like she was cold, but like she was holding herself together.

“Not really,” she admitted. “Just… needed to talk. Taking you up on your offer. Is this a bad time?”

I shook my head and gestured to the second chair. “Never a bad time for you.”

She melted, padding across the room, but instead of sitting, she curled onto the edge of the console, knees drawn up, dress riding high enough to show she was definitely bare underneath. The view was enough to short-circuit every logical thought I’d just rehearsed.

She watched me work, her silence loaded.

Finally, Summer spoke. “About today. About Chase. Thank you again for backing me up.”

I kept my eyes on the screen, but her voice burrowed deep.

“Nobody’s supposed to ever… grab me like that,” she said, bitterness creeping in. “And you didn’t even hesitate. You just handled it.”

I exhaled, hands idle on the keyboard. “It’s my job to keep everyone safe. Especially you.”

She smiled, but it went nowhere. “You’d be surprised how rare that is. It’s a very attractive quality.”

We let the hum of the computers fill the space.

She tried again, her words softer, more tentative. “I’ll be glad when he’s gone. I thought he’d be different, you know? But it always ends the same. Guys like that want to own you. They don’t want you wild and free, not really.”

I glanced over, caught the shimmer in her eyes, the old pain, the new freedom. “You deserve better. You should always feel free to express yourself any way you choose.”

Summer let the silence breathe.

Then she dropped her guard. Just let it fall.

“I missed you in San Juan,” she whispered.

The words hit me like a broadside.

I wanted to tell her everything. How many times I’d replayed our engine room fuck in my head; how badly I’d wanted her, even while I tangled myself up with Kylie; how every time I saw her dancing in the marina, or even heard her laugh through the hull, it made my chest ache.

But she didn’t give me the out.

She stood and floated over, slotting herself between me and the navigation panel, putting both hands on my thighs. The blue glow painted her skin, made her eyes look lit from within.

“I kept waiting for you to come find me,” she said, voice tight with longing. “Everyone else just wanted to party, make content, get drunk. But all I wanted was to feel… this.” Her fingers brushed my arm, slow, feather-light. “To know I mattered to you.”

I swallowed hard; my throat went sandpaper dry. “You matter, Summer. I never wanted you to feel otherwise.”

She slid onto my lap, swinging one leg over until she straddled me, dress hiked to her waist.

Her hands found my jaw, tilting my face until our eyes locked. “You’re the only one who ever made me feel real. Not just some wild fling, or a pretty girl on camera. With you, I’m… me.”

The words gutted me.

She leaned in and kissed me, slow, hot, nothing like the greedy chaos of before. It was soft, almost reverent, like she was memorizing the shape of my soul.

I gave up the fight. My hands locked around her waist, fingers kneading bare skin.

She rocked her hips, grinding the heat of her naked pussy against my cock, already hard and straining beneath the rough mesh of my shorts.

Summer moaned, low and hungry, and pulled back just enough to tug her dress up and over her head. She tossed it aside, letting it flutter to the deck.

She was completely bare. Petite, golden, every inch sculpted by sun and salt and mischief. Her breasts were a fucking monument: D-cup perfect, topped with rosy nipples that jutted hard in the climate-controlled chill. When she leaned forward, they swung together and clapped, then rolled apart, framed by the blue shimmer of the nav screens.

I couldn’t stop touching her. My palms roamed up her ribs, cupped both breasts, squeezed them tight until her nipples pebbled even harder. Summer arched into my grip, biting her lip in pure delight.

“God, you always know exactly how to touch me,” she purred.

I bent down and took a nipple into my mouth, rolling it with my tongue, then flicked it with my teeth. Summer gasped, grabbed the back of my head, and shoved me deeper into her tits. The softness, the heat, the scent of her skin, it was instant, chemical, addictive.

She squirmed, grinding her pussy against my cock, and reached down to free me from my shorts. My cock sprang free, flushed with need and already slick at the tip.

She lined it up, brushing the head through her soaked slit, then lowered herself onto me in one greedy, unhurried slide.

The feeling was electric. Her pussy was molten-hot, clutching every inch of my shaft in a velvet vise. She bottomed out and shivered, her whole body alive.

Summer started to ride, slow and sensual, hips circling as she milked my cock for all it was worth. Her tits bounced wildly, first against my chest, then rolling up and down as she picked up the pace, the slap and clap of D-cup perfection echoing in the tiny space.

The glow from the nav panels made her skin look otherworldly, blue at the edges, gold in the highlights, slick with sweat and lust.

She fucked me like she’d waited her whole life for this.

Every bounce made her tits collide, mashing together and rippling apart, the motion mesmerizing in the flicker of instrument light.

I gripped her hips, guiding her rhythm. She moaned every time my cock drilled deep, then whimpered and grinned as the aftershocks built.

“God, baby, you feel so fucking amazing inside me,” she gasped, voice almost breaking. “It’s never, ever been like this. Not with anyone. Not even close. You’re electric.”

Her words were a drug. I let go of all restraint and sucked both nipples into my mouth, switching back and forth, biting, sucking, and licking until she was breathless and writhing overhead.

She braced herself on the console behind me, arms stretching her chest to make her breasts bulge even more, and began to bounce in earnest, slamming her ass into my lap with a speed and power that made the chair rock on its tracks.

The sound of her tits clapping, her juices squelching around my cock, the little gasps that poured out of her, fuck, it was enough to make a man lose his mind.

I didn’t want to lose it yet.

I slowed her down, pulled her close, and kissed her deep, tongue exploring, hands locked tight on her hips. Summer melted into me, locked our mouths, then swirled her hips in slow, devastating circles that left us both shaking.

Her pussy was so tight, so perfectly molded to my shaft, every stroke was agony and bliss.

She let me take control, letting me bounce her with my own hands. Her tits rolled and slapped together, sweat flying, nipples dragging across my lips as she leaned in to kiss me again and again.

I could feel her building, her thighs trembled, her belly spasmed, her pussy rippled around my cock.

“Don’t stop, Daddy. Don’t ever fucking stop,” she whimpered, grinding down, mashing her clit into the root of my shaft.

She came then, full-body, top-of-her-lungs, no-point-hiding-it orgasm. Her entire frame shook, tits bouncing wall-to-wall as a guttural scream burst from her lips. The convulsion of her pussy around my cock nearly undid me.

But Summer wasn’t done, not close. She rode out her orgasm in a mad, feral rhythm, hips never slowing, wringing every spasm from her own body and mine. She ground herself down, greedy for more, impaling herself again and again as I bucked up into her, chasing the last filaments of pleasure.

The slap of skin was wild in the tiny compartment. Her tits crashed together, pendulous, glazed with sweat and gleaming in the blue glow. Every bounce sent them wheeling and swaying, the heavy rounds colliding, the pink centers dragged across my chest and mouth as she lunged over me. Her hair came unbound, tangling across her face, strands plastered to her flushed cheeks and jaw like golden ropes.

She bared her teeth in a feral snarl, half joy, half challenge. Her hands found my shoulders and she dug in, nails raking my skin, anchoring herself for each punishing ride. The friction was electric. My cock swelled, locked so deep inside her that the world shrank to a single, shuddering line where our bodies fused.

Summer threw her head back and howled, hips jerking in wild, off-beat snaps. I felt every ripple inside her, every tremor, the relentless squeeze as her pussy worked me, milking out the flood building in my balls. I grabbed her ass with both hands, spreading her wider, angling her hips so every thrust hit home, every grind mashed her clit against the base of my shaft.

She slammed herself down, all the way, and held me there, gasping. The sudden tightness made my body light up, every muscle taut, every nerve singing. I buried my face in her tits, muffling my own groan, sucking sweat from her skin as I came. The orgasm ripped through me, long and hot and brutal. I pulsed inside her, the contractions rolling through my cock like aftershocks. She felt the surge, gripped me tighter with her whole body, clenching around my shaft in greedy, spasmodic waves.

“Fuck, Summer,” I gasped. I could barely get the words out. “Don’t stop, don’t stop—”

She didn’t. She rode me through every last pulse, hips grinding, milking me dry. Her own second climax took her by surprise; her body stiffened, then trembled, then folded over me, nails digging half-moons into my shoulders as she shook. She was wild with it, eyes gone glassy, lips parted, hair a mess of gold. She bit down on my neck, hard, and let out a guttural moan that set my brain on fire.

Finally, the tension drained, leaving us fused and boneless. Summer slumped forward, collapsing against my chest, her arms snaking around my neck. I could feel her heart hammering through our bodies, a frantic staccato that slowly faded as she came down out of orbit.

My hands never left her: I gripped her ass, kneaded her thighs, traced sweat-slicked lines up and down her spine. She was limp and small in my lap, but still coiled with that raw, animal heat. The kind that didn’t fade, the kind that haunted you.

She nuzzled into my neck, breath hot, lips grazing my jaw. Her skin was so feverish I thought she might combust. I stroked her hair, sweeping it off her cheek and tucking it behind her ear. She shivered, clinging tighter, and I pressed a kiss to her shoulder, tasted the sharp salt of her sweat.

Neither of us spoke. We just held each other, still locked together where our bodies met.

After a while, Summer started to breathe easier. She drew lazy shapes on my chest, eyes closed, humming softly to herself. I felt her relax, truly relax, for the first time in what felt like days. There was no distance. No walls. Just the afterglow, wild and sweet and so fucking real.

I wanted to bottle this moment. To keep her here, safe and sated, forever. The world was just the soft hum of the nav room, the wash of blue light, and the darting sync of our heartbeats.

When Summer finally lifted her head, sweat dripped from her hair onto my chest. She looked at me, really looked, and cupped my face between her hands.

“If I say it, you can’t take it back,” she whispered.

I was still lost in the aftershocks, her pussy leaking my cum, the feel of her big tits mashed against my chest. I nodded, helpless.

“I’m falling in love with you,” she said, voice trembling with the weight of it.

The words hit harder than any orgasm.

My brain wanted to say a hundred things, to confess about Kylie, to apologize for not being enough, to tell her she was all I ever wanted. But the only thing I could do was hold Summer tight, bury my face in her neck, and let her words burn slow and true.

“Me too,” I breathed into the curve of her neck, feeling the quiver that raced through her body.

She pressed into me harder, clutching me so close it seemed she wanted to weld our bodies together. Her breasts swelled, soft and insistent, surrounding my chest as her mouth traced a path along my jaw, slow, deliberate kisses landing like sparks, mouth to skin, until she found my lips and drew me into another kiss. All the while, her hips rolled with a deep rhythm, rocking against me, milking every last tremor as I felt my cum leaking slowly out of her, sticky and hot.

In the nav room, the blue blink of status LEDs painted us both, locked together, sated and spent.

For once, the world outside didn’t matter. Not the crew, not the rules, not even the next port.

She had me. Completely.

And fuck if I didn’t want her to keep me.

We stayed entwined, not needing to talk. The only sound was the soft, steady thump of our pulse and the faint, content purr in Summer’s throat.

Her body was a work of art, every curve, every collision of her hips and breasts, every bead of sweat clinging to the shimmer of her tan. She was a sunrise, a moon tide, and a house fire all at once. Even with a gun to my head, I couldn’t choose between Summer and Kylie. They were both goddess level beautiful, and I had somehow stumbled into the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

And now, she was mine. At least for now.

As the nav room glowed and the truth of her confession settled in, I realized this was only the beginning.

Tomorrow would bring more chaos, more lies, maybe even more love.

But for now, I anchored myself in the wild tangle of Summer’s arms and let myself believe we’d somehow weather the storm together.

***

Nobody ever tells you that the best way to process emotional chaos is with hard labor before breakfast.

Before the sun crested the horizon, I had Brooke on the bow, running her through maneuvers like she was prepping for round two of the America’s Cup. I could have gone easy on her, but Brooke craved the challenge. Hell, she lived for it.

“Wind’s building out of the southeast,” I called over the roar of the ocean. “If you want to hold course and pick up speed, what’s your move?”

Brooke didn’t even hesitate, blue eyes locked to the horizon, shoulders squared. She barked, “Trim the headsail tighter, balance the sheet tension, and feather the main to reduce leeway.”

Mark watched from the shadows by the ladder, arms folded, his usual poker face firmly in place. But even he couldn’t fake indifference when his daughter cranked the jib winch perfectly, body braced, every inch of her focused and fierce.

She powered through the adjustment, then called out, “Sheet eased, pressure smooth. Holding at 8.3 knots.”

I grinned despite myself. “Not bad, First Mate. Want to see if we can punch nine?”

Brooke mirrored my smile, her competitive streak burning off any sleepiness left in the morning. “Bring it, Captain.”

As we coasted through the next set of crosscurrents, she handled the helm with surgical precision, feeling the feedback, reacting in real time, never once second-guessing herself. With every minor course correction, the yacht surged forward, slicing through the swells like a racehorse biting the bit.

Even the usually silent Mark was impressed. I caught the flick of pride in his gaze, his jaw unclenching for maybe the first time all week.

“You handled that well,” Mark said, voice as gruff as sandpaper but loaded with the kind of paternal respect most kids wait a lifetime for.

Brooke’s cheeks pinked, but she didn’t preen. She just nodded at her father, then set her focus back on the instruments.

We pushed hard for an hour, chasing micro-adjustments, until True North sang with the clean, pure energy of a system running at peak. The rest of the crew slept in; only the wind, the horizon, and Brooke’s relentless drive shared the deck with me.

When I finally called time, Brooke exhaled and beamed. “You had me sweating there. I thought you might throw in a tornado, just for kicks.”

I laughed. “Next lesson, we wrestle a squall line. Get some rest, you earned it.”

She peeled away, muscles gleaming in the gold light, the subtle swagger in her walk proof that I’d finally found a challenge worthy of her.

Mark lingered another beat, then approached me with a rare, approving nod. “You’re making her better, Cole.” He kept his voice low, almost conspiratorial. “She’ll be ready for anything after this.”

I accepted the compliment. “She’s already got the guts. I just show her where to point it.”

Mark’s lips twitched, a hint of a smile. “You’re good for my girls.”

The way he said it, you’d never know just how complicated those words had become.

He vanished below, leaving me with the sunrise and the steady rumble of the hull.

***

By midday, the deck had transformed into bikini central. Emma and Kylie stretched out side by side, both oiled and shimmering, content to let the sun do most of the work. Lila set up a little picnic under the shade, slicing fruit and humming along to whatever playlist Summer had queued up last night.

But it was Tessa who held my attention.

She perched on the port settee, knees drawn up, eyes locked to her battered notebook. Her bikini top barely contained her impressive chest, each breath threatening to spill her out entirely. Sunlight painted her skin in ribbons of gold, and her hair glowed with copper fire.

I caught a glimpse of her page as I passed, looped, flowing handwriting, the words “desire” and “protection” underlined three times.

She must have felt my eyes, because she looked up and blushed, then patted the cushion beside her.

“Can I share something?” she asked, voice softer than a secrets whispered in the dark.

I dropped down next to her, heat and sweet coconut wafting off her skin.

Tessa hesitated, biting her lip, then read:

“There are men who protect you from storms, and men who become the storm. Some days, I can’t decide which I want more: the anchor, or the wild wind that threatens to sink me. I know what’s safe, but I crave the danger anyway.”

She closed the notebook, looked up, and blinked right into me.

I didn’t dare breathe.

Tessa shrugged, a nervous little smile tugging at her lips. “It’s just a draft. But sometimes… I think the things we want most are the things we shouldn’t.”

There it was, laid bare, the whole secret war inside my own skull.

I held her gaze, letting the truth hang between us.

“You ever find your answer?” I asked.

She shook her head, curls bouncing. “Not yet. Maybe the journey matters more.”

I wanted to hug her, or maybe just lay her down and kiss every inch until we both stopped questioning the why. But I bottled it, filed it away for another time, another storm.

Tessa closed her eyes, soaking up the sun, and shifted her notebook so it balanced on her chest. I let my eyes linger a beat too long before excusing myself to the upper helm.

The words haunted me all the way to the wheel.

***

Below deck was a study in obliviousness. Adam and Mark had taken over the salon, feet up, drinks in hand, and a spread of fresh bread and cheese on the table between them. The screens flashed performance charts and sponsor stats, fuel efficiency, average speed, even the girls’ social media hits.

Adam was in rare form, recounting last night’s sunset with the enthusiasm of a man born to sell dreams.

“Best rhythm I’ve felt on a boat ever,” he said, slapping the table for emphasis. “We’re a goddamn all-star crew. If only the sponsor knew how much blood, sweat, and bourbon went into making her run this smooth.”

Mark raised his glass, always understated, always precise. “Metrics are trending up. Guest morale is strong. I wouldn’t trade this for a week in the presidential suite.”

Neither man mentioned the drama with Chase. Not even a hint. To them, the surface ran clear, the hull sound, nothing below worth drilling into.

I envied their blindness for about five seconds.

Then I noticed the way Adam’s eyes softened every time Emma’s laughter drifted down the corridor. The way Mark’s jaw ticked, just for a microsecond, when Tessa’s name flashed on the screen. They felt it, even if they didn’t know it.

Above, the rumble of bare feet on the deck signaled the next movement.

I left the dads to their stats and made my way topside.

***

By late afternoon, the heat had turned liquid and the sky was bluer than any filter could fake. The girls rotated between the bow and the mini pool, sometimes bickering over music but mostly just basking in each other’s company. With Chase officially in exile, the whole dynamic had shifted, lighter, less paranoid, but with a raw, unspoken hunger that rippled through every interaction.

Even Summer, always the life of the party, wore a glossier edge. She draped herself over the settee, body still humming with last night’s afterglow, every movement calculated to draw my gaze and dare me to make the next move.

Kylie kept her distance, but her eyes lingered on me whenever she thought nobody noticed. Brooke, newly minted as star deckhand, spent the day tweaking lines and showing off her sailing chops for anyone who cared to watch. Even Lila, soft-spoken as ever, carried herself with a new, simmering confidence, like she’d finally figured out her own place at the table.

And then there was Tessa, sunning herself in that barely-there bikini, notebook pressed to her chest, face unreadable as she watched the world unfold.

At the helm, I let my mind drift, the gentle sway of the boat and the thrum of engines lulling me into a sweet, dangerous calm.

Then, just before dusk, it happened.

The haze on the horizon split open, revealing a jagged emerald spike. St. Lucia, etched against the clouds, the first promise of land in days.

The sight made my breath catch.

I called out the approach, and the girls scrambled up to the rail, chattering in awe.

“Holy shit, that’s gorgeous,” Kylie said, snapping pictures.

Brooke grinned, her competitive streak already plotting to tackle the Pitons on foot.

Lila pressed up beside me, blue eyes wide, hair tangled in the wind. “It looks like it’s waiting for us,” she said, almost reverent. “Like it knows we’re coming.”

Tessa hovered in the background, eyes glued to the green peaks, body swaying with the roll of the deck. She looked peaceful, but I read her. She was dreaming up the next line, the next confession.

Adam and Mark rejoined up top, both men squinting against the glare, proud as hell of our ship and our little tribe. Neither said a word about the drama to come.

But I felt it. The pressure building. The sense that every mile closer to land meant another test, another tug-of-war, another chance to either sink or finally go all-in.

Chase’s bags were already packed. By this time tomorrow, the whole playing field would be reset.

But the hunger? That was just getting started.

I gripped the wheel, feeling the pulse of the helm, the rhythm of footsteps behind me, and the invisible threads binding us all together.

St. Lucia crept closer, lush and wild and full of promise.

So were we.

***

As dusk bled out over the water, all eyes remained locked on the green, rising silhouette of the island.

The girls hugged and shrieked, plotting excursions. Mark and Adam swapped planning notes. The rest of the world faded away, replaced by the pulse of what, who, really mattered.

The next chapter was just over that horizon.

But even before the anchor dropped, I knew: the real adventure wasn’t the island, or the weather, or the sponsor’s next demand.

It was us, jammed together on this floating pressure cooker, hearts and bodies colliding in a story none of us could predict.

Tomorrow, I’d face the music. Tonight, I let the hum of the helm and the glimmer of St. Lucia hold me steady, daring the universe to come at me with everything it had.

I was ready.


Chapter nine
Island Revelations


The first thing I noticed wasn’t the shimmer of St. Lucia on the horizon or the thick green wall of rainforest crowding the bay. It was the way Chase planted himself dead center on the foredeck, fists balled so tight his knuckles gleamed white against the sunrise.

I’d seen enough fights on docks to know the warning signs. Shoulders drawn up, jaw clenched, that brittle, vibrating energy that said he was either going to swing or self-destruct.

He didn’t bother to wait for an audience. The second my bare foot hit the top step, Chase lunged at me, finger stabbing my chest so hard I almost lost balance.

“I know you’re fucking Summer,” he spat, voice crackling with hate and heartbreak in equal measure. “You think you’re so smart, Captain? You’re just her next toy. I hope you like crazy, because she’s about to wreck your life the way she did mine.”

His breath was sour, laced with last night’s rum and the kind of bile that only builds up when a man’s spent all night replaying how he got bested.

For a split second, I thought about throwing him overboard. It would have been cleaner. But this wasn’t college, and I wasn’t the kid desperate to win at all costs anymore.

I kept my hands loose at my sides, giving him nothing.

“Easy, Chase. Take a breath.”

That only made him angrier. He jabbed again, harder, eyes bugging out like he was one insult away from detonation.

“No! Fuck you! You think you can just walk in, snap your fingers, and take her from me?” He laughed, high and wild. “Good luck, man. She’ll eat you alive. She already did it to me.”

The commotion pulled the rest of the crew topside. Emma hovered at the companionway, mouth already curling into her “mom mode” but uncertain whether to step in. Kylie appeared next, phone in hand, trying to look like she was just capturing sunrise shots, but the lens never left us.

Adam came up last, his face stone cold, eyes sharp. He took one look at the scene, me squared off with a feral, trembling Chase, and moved to defuse, slipping between us with practiced ease.

“That’s enough,” Adam boomed, voice slicing through the tension like a rescue flare. He locked eyes with Chase, putting his own bulk in the line of fire. “You’re done, son. Keep this up and we’ll turn you over to the local police. They can sort you out behind bars.”

Chase sneered, but I could see the defeat leaking out. “You’re just going to take his side? What is he, your fucking hero? Go ahead! See how long it takes for your golden boy to stab you in the back.”

Adam held steady, not flinching. “This is where you get off, and you know it. We’ll send your things with a water taxi if you don’t get them yourself.”

For a heartbeat, I thought Chase might take a swing at me anyway. He teetered there, torn between pride and something uglier. The rest of the deck froze, every breath and blink dialed into the drama.

Brooke and Lila lurked near the bow, sunglasses on, expressions unreadable. Tessa and Evan clustered by the rail, pretending to watch the cliffs, but really they were locked onto every word. Summer lingered at the aft settee, jaw set, hands balled into fists on her knees, not scared, just pissed off and ready to see this over with.

Emma tried to salvage dignity, moving in with her soft, nurse’s touch. “Chase, if there’s anything you need, meds, change of clothes, I can pack it up for you. No hard feelings, okay?”

He ignored her, grabbing his duffel from beside the deck box and slinging it over one shoulder like he was about to storm the beach at Normandy.

He stalked the rails, collecting the detritus of his failed social campaign, three pairs of shades, his battered vape pen, three changes of workout wear, and a leaking bottle of some influencer-grade protein shake that stank like wet cement.

The whole time, Kylie filmed. I caught her in the periphery, camera aimed and steady, eyes narrowed as she caught every micro-drama, the twitch of my hand, the way Adam’s jaw set, the flicker of warning in Chase’s eyes.

Chase didn’t bother lowering his voice. “I hope she was worth it,” he snarled, shooting the words at me like poison darts. “Because she’ll never love you. She doesn’t love anybody. She’ll fuck you, lie to you, ruin you for anything normal. Think you’re the exception, Captain? You’re not.”

Every word scraped raw, but I didn’t bite. I just watched him, let him burn through his last ounce of venom.

Even then, he wasn’t done. He turned to Summer, voice suddenly pitching soft, almost pleading. “You could’ve had it all,” he said. “But you just had to keep chasing the next big thing.” There was an ache there so raw I almost pitied him. Almost.

Summer didn’t flinch. “Chase, you never even tried to see me. You only ever wanted the picture, not the person.”

He laughed, bitter and razor-sharp. “Yeah. Good luck with this crowd, Captain. Hope you like cleaning up her messes, because you just inherited the whole package.”

Adam stepped in again, steering Chase toward the ladder. “We’re done. I hope you find what you’re looking for. But this isn’t it.”

For a moment, everything froze. Even the seabirds overhead seemed to pause, caught in the gravity of it.

Then Chase shouldered his bag, shot me a glare hotter than a blowtorch, and stalked down the gangway. His last look over his shoulder was pure acid, anger, betrayal, warning, the whole cocktail. For a half-second, he looked like he might turn back, swing for the fences.

But there was nothing left in the tank. Not for me. Not for Summer. Not for anyone.

He ducked his head, stomped onto the waiting water taxi, and never looked back.

The taxi peeled away from the hull, engine shrieking, wake trailing white spume behind. None of us moved. Kylie filmed until the boat was a dot on the blue, then lowered her camera, eyes unreadable behind the shades.

Emma exhaled, long and shaky. “Well. That’s over.”

Adam lingered at the rail, watching until the taxi hit the far side of the cove. He didn’t say anything, just braced there, jaw flexing, letting himself process.

Brooke and Lila disappeared below, wordless. Evan guided Tessa down the stairs, gentle as always, his hand on her back.

Only Summer stayed put, her chin high, eyes on the spot where the water taxi vanished into the sun-dazzle. For a moment, she looked both lighter and lonelier than ever.

When it was finally just me and the sea, I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding.

Chase was gone. But his threat, his dare, lingered in the humid air, settling into every inch of True North like a second, invisible skin.

I watched the fading wake, jaw set, wondering if maybe, for once, the bastard was right.

But then I turned around, caught Summer’s gaze, and saw the tremor of hope and hunger still burning there.

No, I thought. This was my boat, my rules, my mess to own.

Let the next storm try. I was ready.

The deck stayed silent, save for the lazy slap of water against the hull and the faint, metallic click as Kylie slid her phone back into her waistband, already plotting how to spin the drama into content gold.

The rest of the crew lurked behind windows and thin walls, pretending not to watch, but I felt every set of eyes tracking my every move.

For better or worse, the balance of power had shifted.

The captain always gets the last word. But sometimes, the echoes last a lot longer than the fight.

And this one wasn’t going away anytime soon.

***

The morning after Chase’s meltdown dawned so hot and heavy it felt like the air was trying to wring us out before we even left the boat.

I’d seen rainforests on every island from Martinique to the Marquesas, but nothing hit like the interior of St. Lucia. The path started civilized, packed earth, a polite line of stones showing where not to step, but within ten minutes, we were swallowed by wall-to-wall green.

Humidity licked our skin like a fever. The light came in vertical blue and gold stripes, hacking through the canopy in sharp, blinding swords. Parrots and some kind of rocket-fueled finches screeched overhead. Every plant glistened, wet and obscene, the leaves as big as the sails back on True North.

Brooke was out front, legs churning, clearing obstacles like she was in training for mountain warfare. Summer flanked her, barefoot and wild, slipping between mud puddles and rotting logs, her laughter echoing when she vanished around each new bend.

Kylie made the rear her territory. She stalked behind, holding her phone like a weapon, filming everything, including the parts nobody sane would want on camera.

“Ladies, let’s cluster by the giant ferns. Yeah, right there. This lighting is absolutely perfect,” she called, her tone mixing command and seduction in equal measure.

Emma and Lila played along, smoothing hair, trading off bags, keeping a running count of who’d already sweated through their shirt. Even Mark and Adam couldn’t hide behind Dad Mode. Adam cut up the hill with me, sweat dripping, finally conceding, “This is not in the brochure, you bastard,” while Mark just grunted and powered on.

It was the happiest I’d seen anyone since Miami.

We climbed higher, the crunch of our boots mixing with the water’s distant roar. The closer we got, the louder the sound, the kind of deep, rib-rattling noise that made your bones feel hollow. You could smell damp rock, crushed orchids, and the sweet funk of decaying fruit. Every so often, a breeze would shift and hit you with pure ozone, charged and metallic and full of promise.

Mid-hike, I watched Tessa drift to the margin of the group, perching on a mossy rock just out of the main flow. She’d brought her battered notebook, and the way she hunkered over it, hair falling around her face, pen flying, you’d think she was writing the cure for heartbreak, not just a poem or essay.

Evan lingered near her, his presence careful, almost deferential. He offered a hand when she had to cross a slick patch, palm steady on her back, but there was a new gap between them. It didn’t look forced, either. Watching the two of them, you’d swear they’d already run the relationship playbook and decided being friends, real friends, was the only way to stay afloat.

They moved in concert: her lost in the words, him scanning the trees, pointing out a hidden frog or blue parrot to impress her. Tessa smiled at every factoid, but she lived in her head, mapping the world in secret syllables while the rest of us just hacked through the green.

The air was so thick you could drink it. Sweat pooled under my collar, slicked the small of my back, glued my shirt to my ribs. But I didn’t mind. We weren’t running from trouble; we were chasing something, land, legend, whatever wild myth waited at the end of the trail.

It turned out to be worth the agony.

The final switchback uncoiled, and the sound hit us like a body slam: waterfall, pure and relentless, plunging twenty feet straight into a deep, ice-clear pool. Moss covered every vertical surface; the rocks glistened with a thousand tiny beads of spray.

Summer whooped and bolted ahead, barely pausing to strip off her tank top before she cannonballed straight into the water, golden limbs flashing as she vanished beneath the surface. Brooke was half a second behind, already plotting how to climb the ledge and jump from higher up.

Emma hung back, shepherding Lila and Tessa to a safe patch of sun-warmed rock while Kylie circled, camera rolling, barking director’s notes like a woman possessed.

“Babe, hold it right there. Yes, the droplets on your skin look insane! Lila, turn your chin up. Perfect, you’re dripping goddess energy. Brooke, help Summer up on the rocks, I want to see the muscles working. This is gold, people!”

Lila blushed at the attention, but she didn’t shy away. She let Emma comb her hair back, then posed for Kylie, body arched and blue eyes unguarded as she gazed into the lens. For a heartbeat, in that slanted sun, she stood there like some impossible daydream conjured off the hull of a yacht, every curve a promise, all soft heat and golden skin. It was dizzying, how she seemed to shimmer and burn, a vision stunning enough to set the deck ablaze.

Brooke flexed for the camera, water beading along the curves of her body, catching light; her platinum blonde hair cascaded in damp sheets over her shoulders, a shimmering curtain that drew my gaze down, down to the impossible cleavage straining against her barely-there bikini top. I lost myself there in the soft, glistening valley, the threat of skin ready to spill free at any moment. Brooke held the pose, cool blue eyes knowing and intent, lips parted just enough to tease, every inch of her an invitation. The snap of the shutter was like a pulse between us, and for a heartbeat, all I saw was the shimmer and promise of Brooke and her body, water and sunlight mapped across her skin, and the electric press of her curves that made me forget the world outside the lens.

Then she broke character to tackle Summer off her rock perch in a tangle of limbs. The two of them tumbled into the pool, laughter ricocheting off the stone walls. Even Mark and Adam caught the bug, finally dumping their gear and rolling up their pants to wade in, pretending not to mind when the girls plastered them with wet moss and bad jokes.

Tessa watched it all with the serene detachment of a novelist. She balanced her notebook on her knee, legs stretched out, one ankle hooked behind the other. Her bikini was a pale green that practically disappeared against her tanned skin. She leaned forward, jotting down notes with focused intensity, and the deep valley of her cleavage shifted inside the taut embrace of her bikini top. The snug fabric hugged her curves, accentuating the gentle motion with every breath she took. Each subtle jiggle caught my attention with magnetic force, and I had to summon every ounce of willpower to tear my eyes away from the mesmerizing display and refocus on anything else. Every now and then, she scribbled something, then glanced up, soaking in the chaos, cataloging details I’d already missed.

Evan kept to her orbit. If she needed help, a hand up from the rocks, a reminder to drink, a shield from the worst of the splash he provided. But there was no more hand-holding, no more lingering glances, nothing proprietary. It felt honest, and it felt right. I’d seen more than one couple split at sea, but this was the first time I’d witnessed relief on both sides.

Even Kylie noticed. She zoomed in on the two of them, then whispered to me, “You see that, Cap? They’re happier now. It’s hot, in its own way.”

I had to agree.

The waterfall was ice-cold, like swimming in a glass of crushed diamonds. Summer pulled herself onto my shoulders and slapped both hands over my eyes, shrieking, “No peeking!” as if I hadn’t already memorized every inch of her body with my hands and mouth. She kissed my cheek, then dove clean off my back, all legs and golden hair flashing in the sun.

Brooke and Lila coaxed Emma into the water, and while she protested, “It’s freezing!” she didn’t hesitate to cannonball in once the cameras were pointed. Lila held her nose and did a dainty leap, emerging with her dark hair plastered to her skull and an expression of pure, delighted wonder.

At the edges, Mark sipped from his canteen, surveying the scene like a Roman general. Adam egged on the girls, offering prizes for the most dramatic waterfall pose. The whole crew laughed, chemistry re-knitting itself after the tension of the last few days.

Watching the girls, it was impossible not to feel the pulse of possibility. Summer glowed, her swimsuit almost transparent when wet, showing off every perfect line. Brooke and Lila traded splashes, each shriek sharper than the last. Emma floated at the edge, head tipped back, letting the spray bead on her lashes.

Only Tessa stayed dry, content to document. I drifted over, sat beside her on the moss.

“You okay, kid?”

She grinned, tucking the notebook against her thigh. “Better than okay. Sometimes it’s perfect just to watch.”

I nodded, reading the contentment in her posture, the peace. “You’re good at that. Seeing, not just watching.”

Her smile turned soft. “That’s what I wrote about today. The difference between memory and attention.”

I wanted to ask what she meant, but she closed the notebook, letting the mystery float.

Evan appeared, offering her a slice of orange. “Don’t get dehydrated,” he said, voice gentle. Tessa took it, fingers brushing his, and if there was any awkwardness, it evaporated instantly.

The air was thick with flower scent, honeysuckle maybe, or some local cousin. Each time the wind shifted, it brought a new layer, sweet, then earthy, then the subtle funk of wet stone. Birds flashed overhead, iridescent, their calls echoing over the crash of the water.

Kylie kept the camera rolling. She staged shots of the girls in the pool, Adam “accidentally” falling off a slippery boulder, even Mark smiling as Brooke tried to tow him in by brute force. She passed the phone to Lila and had her film a “captain’s log” segment, then made me pose with a stick like a castaway discovering fire.

When the sponsor content was all wrapped up, the crew relaxed. Summer lay on her back in the shallows, tits floating just beneath the surface, eyes closed, humming some reggae tune under her breath. Brooke challenged Lila and Emma to a stone-skipping contest, each girl more competitive than the last. Even Tessa caved, scribbling something, then joining the rest at the water’s edge, legs dangling into the cold.

The sun arched high above, cooking us from the shoulders up. Nobody cared. Here, at the hidden heart of the island, we were, at least for a few hours, free.

I sat back, letting the water’s thunder drown out the old worries. The drama with Chase, the tangled hunger with Summer and Kylie, the balancing act I played night and day. None of it reached this far upslope. Here, there was only raw beauty and the simple joy of surviving another day.

Later, I knew, the world would return. The yacht, the sponsors, the forbidden secrets and the hunger that twisted us all up inside.

But for now, the waterfall roared, the girls laughed, and I let myself believe in happy endings, if only for a single, impossible moment.

Eventually, we rounded everyone up, dried off, and headed down the trail, lighter than before. The air hummed with possibility, every footstep echoing with the promise of something wild just beyond the next curve.

And I knew, with a kind of animal certainty, that this crew, this family, whatever label you wanted, was only just getting started.

***

You could hear the drumline before you saw the lights. St. Lucia’s waterfront had detonated into full-blown festival mode by the time we hit the quay. Color everywhere, bodies moving in time to beats that pulsed through your sternum, lanterns strung overhead and shining amber across every wooden table on the square. The air carried the kind of spiced perfume you couldn’t bottle if you tried, grilled meat, pepper, the bright churn of fruit and sugar and local rum.

We didn’t blend in; we just took our place at the edge of the chaos and let it pull us under.

Emma was in her element, working every vendor with that sweet, shy smile and the occasional burst of broken Spanish. She came back to the table every five minutes with a new plate, spicy cheese fritters, rice smothered in jerk chicken, pastel cubes of some miracle fruit I couldn’t even name.

The locals loved her, and so did half the tourists. At one point, she scored a round of free shots from a rum stall just by asking about the owner’s daughter. Classic Emma.

Brooke hit the dance floor with a vengeance, dragging Lila behind her. The musicians had set up at the corner of the plaza, a tangle of djembe drums, steel pans, and a smoking blue saxophone that made every step feel electric. Brooke’s hair caught the lamplight as she spun Lila in a circle, both women shrieking with delight as a local man tried to show them the footwork. Lila was hopeless at first, but by her third trip around the square she’d figured out the rhythm, and the two of them made it look damn near choreographed.

Adam and Mark played their own game, sampling each round of local rum with all the showmanship of a two-man reality show. They sipped, rolled it on their tongues, then delivered rival tasting notes loud enough for every table to hear.

“Notes of banana and sunburn,” Adam declared, eyes twinkling.

Mark countered, deadpan: “Undertones of hurricane prep and crushed dreams. But not bad.”

Locals chimed in, and within minutes the table was a rolling, laughing pile of men, sharing stories and sampling shots, the boundaries between “vacation” and “real life” completely erased.

Kylie filmed the whole thing, working the perimeter with the kind of director’s focus that made her invisible until you realized half the room was already staring for their fifteen seconds of fame.

She snagged samples of everything. Brooke nailing a spin, Emma clinking glasses with a vendor, Adam and Mark singing off-key to a reggae banger pounding through the open doors of a club. Even Lila and Tessa got in on the act, hamming it up by miming a cooking show behind the food stall.

Summer was on the edge of the party, drifting just beyond the reach of the crowd. She lingered with the band, slipped a sly glance at Adam’s glass, and every time he turned away, she stole a drink. She wasn’t performing. Not tonight. Alone under the glow of the lights, eyes fixed on the fire dancers, Summer looked raw. Wild. Almost at ease with herself for once. It was hard not to stare. I stood there, helpless, feeling myself fall even further for her, as if simply watching was enough to tip me over the edge.

My job was to anchor. I kept to one end of the table, soaking in every angle of the crew, so alive, so different from what we’d been just days before. Nobody even mentioned Chase. He was already a ghost, swept away by the tide.

We ate, drank, and burned hours to the rhythm of the island until it felt like the party would never end. Even when the square started thinning out, the pulse was still there, raw and bright.

By the time we wound our way back to True North, the girls sang and swayed up the dock, arms linked, moonlight washing every step in silver.

Most of the crew peeled off quick. Emma to her lists and laundry, Lila and Tessa to the warm comfort of their shared cabin, Brooke and Summer to the hot tub, already plotting a midnight soak. Adam and Mark vanished to the galley for another round, still debating who was the real king of rum.

I let them all scatter. The only thing I wanted was the hush of the upper deck and the burn of night air after too much noise.

That’s when I saw her. Kylie, already at the rail, body outlined in pure silver, hair loose and wild around her bare shoulders. From a distance, she looked almost untouchable. Closer, you could see the tension wound through her, thighs taut, fingers wrapped white-knuckle tight around the edge of the teak as if holding herself in check.

I didn’t bother with subtlety as I closed the space between us; stealth was pointless when she already felt my presence. Near enough to reach for her, I slipped my arms around her waist, hands anchoring us together. She melted into my hold, a soft exhale signaling surrender, and drew me tighter, threading her fingers through mine. The connection felt electric, immediate, a hunger beneath the calm as we pressed close, her back molded to my chest, our hands knotted together at her middle.

For a moment, we just stood in the hush, water lapping at the hull, distant reggae from shore thumping through the air like a second heartbeat.

She didn't turn. She just said, soft and casual, “So. You going to tell me, or am I supposed to pretend I don’t know?”

It rocked me. For once, I didn’t have a comeback. My mind went blank, heart hammering.

I tried to find words. “Kylie—” But she cut me off, finally spinning to face me, her bare legs catching the moonlight, silhouette outlined by the ripple of her tank top and nothing else.

“I know about you and Summer,” she said, no judgment in her voice. “You think I don’t see the way you look at her? The way she looks at you? She’s my best friend. I know her like the back of my hand. Chase was right, and I’m sure I’m not the only one whose figured it out. The only reason I’m not jealous is… hell, I get it. She’s a force. She’s fucking hot.” She blew out a laugh, halfway between bitter and impressed.

I frowned. “You deserved to hear it from me. I tried to…God, I never wanted to hurt you. What’s happening with Summer, it’s—”

She closed the distance, standing toe-to-toe. The moon made her eyes luminous, every emotion burning behind them. “Is it as real as this?” She jabbed a finger at my chest, same spot Chase had earlier, but this time it was a dare, not a threat.

I didn’t evade. “As real as it gets. No less than what’s between us. I want both. I want all of it.” I said it raw, not hiding, voice thick. “Honestly, Ky. I can’t choose. You’re both constantly in my head.”

Kylie grinned. “That turns me on, Captain. You. Her. Me. All of it.”

She launched herself at me, hands in my hair, lips crashing into mine. There was nothing slow, nothing careful. She kissed like she needed to taste the whole night, hard, mouth open, tongue tangling with mine as her body pressed full-length against my chest.

Her tank top was nothing. A second later, it was gone, tossed over her shoulder and fluttering to the deck. She wore nothing underneath, bare, golden skin, legendary rack jiggling as she straddled my thigh. The heat of her body was nuclear.

She pawed at my waistband, dragging my shorts and briefs down until my cock sprang free, already thick and throbbing. Her hands around the shaft were soft and expert, stroking just enough to make my knees buckle.

Kylie dropped to her knees, moonlight glinting off every curve, and took me in her mouth. She was hungry, no hesitation. She bobbed fast, deep-throating with every glide, cheeks hollowed and hands set at the base, working my cock like she needed to milk every drop.

Her tits swayed beneath her, nipples hard and pebbled in the chill. I couldn’t take my eyes off the way they bounced with every stroke. She glanced up, meeting my stare, and with her lips wrapped around my cock, she smiled.

It was pure filth, and it was fucking perfect.

I fisted her hair, guiding her rhythm. She moaned around me, the vibration making my eyes roll back. I was already close, but I wanted more. I wanted to fill her, pin her down, mark her as mine.

She must have read my mind. She pulled off with a slurp, licking her way up the shaft until her chin shone with spit.

“Let me ride you,” she whispered. “I want all of it. Want you to watch me come undone.”

I didn’t need to be asked twice.

I dropped to the deck, leaning against the warm curve of the top step, and she straddled me, guiding my cock to her soaked pussy. She was ready, slick and throbbing and hot as an oven.

She sank down, slow at first, savoring the stretch as I filled her. Her pussy gripped me so tight I nearly lost it on the first stroke. She let out a long, ragged moan, arching her back so her tits thrust up into the air, glistening with sweat and moonlight.

“God, you fill me so good,” she said, voice shaking.

She started to move, rolling her hips in slow, grinding circles, each bounce a little rougher than the last. Her breasts bounced in time, bigger and wilder with every rise and fall.

I locked eyes with her, hands gripping her ass, helping her slam down harder, deeper, meeting her rhythm with my own.

The reggae from the shore found us, bassy, wet, a pulse that matched the way her body worked mine. Kylie rode the beat, picking up speed, slapping down on my cock with more force, more hunger, than I’d ever felt from her. Her words tumbled out, wild and needy.

“That’s it, baby. Fuck me. Fuck me til I scream. Let the whole bay know who owns this pussy.”

Her cunt rippled, squeezing every inch, milking the shaft as I bottomed out inside her.

Kylie’s hair flew around her face, sweat dripping from her chin onto my chest. Each time she rose, her tits followed, bouncing high and proud before crashing down with her next thrust. I palmed both breasts, rolled and kneaded them, pinching her nipples until she gasped and shoved my hands even harder against her.

She reached down, found her clit, and started circling, fast and relentless. The shimmer in her eyes told me she was close, so fucking close.

“Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop. I want every last drop of you,” she whimpered, grinding down with every word.

We hit a new stride, her ass rebounding off my hips, our bodies fused, sweat slicking us together. I felt the pressure at the base of my spine, a wildfire waiting to ignite.

The world dropped away. There was only the slap of our bodies, the sound of her tits clapping, her pussy squeezing tighter with every spasm.

“I love you, Kylie,” I finally managed, voice breaking. The truth of it stunned me, raw, undeniable.

Her eyes glazed with tears, but she never stopped riding. “I love you right back, Captain. Take it. Give me everything.”

The edge came on fast and violent, leaving me no room to brace. The way she moved, the way she looked at me, like I was the only thing that mattered, shredded the last of my restraint. Her pussy gripped me so tight it was almost painful, and the look on her face when she came, jaw slack and eyes rolled back, pulled the orgasm from me like a riptide.

I felt her whole body spasm in my lap, muscles clenched, thighs shaking, hands clawed into my shoulders. She held me locked inside her, refusing to let go as I pulsed deep inside her. The first wave hit her hard enough that she nearly bit my lip, head thrown back, scream muffled by the humid night air. Every time my cock twitched, she milked it with a rippling squeeze, never letting me empty myself without taking even more. I’d never been wrung out like that in my life, every drop claimed and consumed in a primal pledge.

Still joined, we trembled together on the deck, sweat-slicked and gasping. Her hair plastered to her neck, Kylie slumped forward, chest pressed to mine, our hearts thudding so loud I could barely hear the sea. She didn’t let me out, not even as the aftershocks made her whimper and quake against my chest. Somewhere deep inside, the base of my cock still pulsed, not quite spent, not quite ready to let her go.

She pressed her face into my throat, breathing me in. “Fuck, Captain, you’re still hard,” she whispered, almost in awe. “You weren’t kidding about wanting all of it.”

I couldn’t answer. My whole body was fireworks, every nerve ending shot. The world had shrunk to the clutch of her thighs around me, the rhythm of our bare skin, the salty taste of sweat on her collarbone. I held her tight, afraid she’d disappear if I let go. “With you, I could go on all night, maybe even forever.”

Kylie giggled, and I felt her tears where her cheek found my shoulder. “Don’t let me go. Not yet,” she said, trembling and honest.

I wrapped both arms around her, burying my hands in her hair, and just rocked her gently on my lap. The moon hung low and huge, throwing shadows across her back. Even when the breeze picked up and made her shiver, she stayed. I wondered if anyone on shore could see us: two bodies fused in the open, every secret exposed.

She raised her head, found my eyes. Her face was a mess, mascara streaks, sweat sheen, lips swollen and red from our hunger. It made her even more beautiful. Her hands cupped my face, and she kissed me with a new softness, like we had all the time in the world.

We didn’t talk. Words would’ve ruined it. For a minute, we just existed in the hush. Her still impaled on my cock, both of us trembling, sweat and come and tears mixing on our skin.

I never wanted the night to end.

I cradled her face, drawing her down for a softer, slower kiss. Moonlight painted her cheeks, streaked with sweat and bliss.

“I don’t want to be a secret,” she whispered. “Not with you.”

“Never,” I promised. “You’re mine. All the way.”

She grinned, hair tangled around both our faces. “You say the best things after you fuck me unconscious.”

I laughed, holding her close, savoring the way her tits crushed against my chest.

We let ourselves melt, sprawled on the deck, sweat and cum leaking between us.

That’s when it happened.

The faint creak of the upper stairs, footsteps, and Emma’s familiar voice drifting toward us: “Is anyone still awake up there? Thought I heard someone moving.”

My blood froze, brain scrambling.

Kylie leapt off, wriggling into her shorts and tank so fast she looked like a special effect. I yanked my own shorts up, wiped her moisture off my thigh, and tried to steady my breathing.

Emma’s head popped out the hatch, hair mussed, eyes wide with concern. “Oh! There you are. I was worried you’d fallen asleep at the wheel.”

I threw on my best professional smile, the one reserved for sponsors and morning-after disasters. “Just admiring the view. Couldn’t sleep.”

Kylie chimed in, voice only a little breathless: “Same here, Em. Best spot on the boat for moon shots. You gotta see the stars from here.”

Emma softened, instantly charmed. “You two are such workaholics. Leave the content til morning, okay?”

We both nodded, and she vanished as quickly as she’d appeared.

When the coast was clear, Kylie dissolved into silent laughter, clutching her sides. “That was a close one.”

I shook my head, still high on the rush. “She almost caught us. Again.”

Kylie curled up beside me, nestling her face against my shoulder. “Worth it,” she whispered.

I held her, letting the damp night air cool us down.

Hours later, when she’d finally drifted off, I slipped up to the bridge for the sponsor call.

The video link snapped on, and suddenly I was Captain again, calm, concise, giving the full debrief on the day’s excursion, the festival, the “team-building” footage Kylie had churned out. Pearson was on the other end, all business, pressing for updates on social engagement, crew morale, and plans beyond the Caribbean.

“Is the yacht ready for the next level?” he asked, eyes narrow.

“Absolutely,” I replied. “With current funding, we’re on pace to deliver the world circumnavigation in record time. Three more sponsor activations and we’ll triple the current global reach.”

He grinned, greedy and glassy-eyed. “You’re the man, Captain Everett. Keep the girls happy, keep the content flowing, and we’ll keep writing checks.”

I killed the feed, staring into the blue wash of the nav panels, sweat still drying on my neck from the moonlit fuck with Kylie.

I was the man, all right. Captain of a multi-million-dollar yacht, king of his own floating castle, master of every crisis except the ones in his own chest.

That was the price. You didn’t get the dream without counting the cost.

Down below, the women who’d rewired my life slept in tangled sheets. On the bridge, I watched the empty horizon, knowing the next day would bring more. More lies, more hunger, more chances to either wreck or save something worth fighting for.

But for now, I let the pulse of the engines and Kylie’s aftertaste guide me home.

Tomorrow the chase would begin again.

And if I was lucky, so would the love.


Chapter ten
Depths of Desire


There’s nothing like the first hour after sunrise on the bridge of a multi-million-dollar yacht. Salt wind, the hush of open water, and the bridge all to yourself. Unless you counted the five and a half feet of platinum blonde legend who had staked out the starboard seat, eager to prove she was more than just her infamous Ice Princess reputation. Of course, by now, I knew she was no ice princess.

Brooke Hollis, first in line for captain’s lessons this morning, like every other morning, sat poised and perfect behind the navigation console, one wrist draped elegantly over the wheel, the other already taking notes in neat, lawyerly handwriting. If there were medals for posture, she’d sweep the Olympics. If there were medals for making me forget every rule in the book, she had those, too.

“Let’s start with what you do when the chartplotter’s down and all you’ve got is dead reckoning and your own brain,” I said, keeping my voice even as I baited her with the drill.

Brooke didn’t flinch. “You cross-check visual bearings, landmarks, horizon line, whatever you have, then estimate speed factoring wind and current,” she replied. She turned the knob with a surgeon’s precision. “You always double-check against last known position and project forward.”

“Solid,” I said, meaning it. The kid, hell, she wasn’t a kid anymore, not even close, had picked up in a couple of weeks what some yachties never mastered in a whole damn summer.

She caught my look but didn’t preen. Eyes icy blue, calm, unshaken. “I read your log last night. You annotate fuel efficiency and leeway like you’re prepping for court.”

I laughed, loving the way her brain worked. “Maybe I should hire you to defend my bad calls. But if you want to beat me on the water, you need to learn what the computer can’t teach.”

Her lips twitched, almost but not quite a smile. “Let me guess: intuition?”

“Pattern recognition,” I corrected, though I’d have taken intuition, too. I splayed my callused hand on the edge of the nav console, watching her eyes track the gesture, the even way she inhaled, as if even breathing was calculated. “You start to feel when wind and current shift. The yacht talks to you. You just have to listen.”

She nodded, taking it in, fingers poised on the paper.

For a minute, we just reviewed charts, side by side in the glow of the main nav screen. Her thigh bumped mine once, accident, or so she claimed. The scent of her skin, expensive and ocean-clean, mixed with the sharper tang of my own sweat and the lingering coconut from the deck laundry.

“Okay,” I said, switching the plot. “Say the autopilot goes stupid and there’s an obstruction, cargo ship or squall. What’s your first move?”

I let her answer it. She’d earned the chance.

“Manual override. Cut speed, plot a new safe bearing by hand, and alert the crew with a clear directive,” she said, not missing a beat. “Also, double-check with radar for any blind spots.”

“Better than half the skippers I used to hire,” I admitted. And I meant it. Her hands moved over the controls like she’d been born to do it.

There was a beat, not quite awkward, where the only sound was the muted rumble of the engine and the surf slicing under the hull.

Most days, you’d call that peace.

But with Brooke standing so close I could smell her perfume and see every micro-shift in her face, it felt more like the last calm before a squall line.

I watched her hands. Elegant, deliberate, just the faintest dusting of freckles across her knuckles, and that tiny scar on her left wrist from her childhood accident. She wore it like a trophy, unashamed, damn near irresistible, though I’d never admit it. Certainly not out loud.

She caught me staring, and her smile flickered, this time genuine. “You like the way I handle your boat, Captain?”

The inner twelve-year-old in my brain whooped and fist-pumped.

I grinned. “Yeah. You make her look good.”

Brooke leaned in, voice dropping for just us. “You’re a better teacher than my father ever was. He teaches like he’s prepping for a war game, not a life.”

That hit, somewhere soft. I looked away, coward move, but it was either that or let her see too much.

“Well, it’s not a war. It’s just you, the water, and the crew who have to trust you’re not bluffing.”

Brooke nodded, thoughtful. “Some days I think I want this more than anything I used to chase. Not because it’s a trophy, but because there’s never a right answer. Just constant adjustment.”

Her words echoed in my ribs.

“Welcome to command,” I said, voice low. “Nobody ever knows for sure. The trick is staying steady anyway.”

I let her run a few more drills. She handled the wheel like it was her birthright, every move smooth and bold. I watched her jaw tighten with focus, watched the line of her neck as she banked into the turn, and felt a hot, dangerous pride bloom in my chest.

She was beautiful, yeah, but beyond that, it was her raw talent that strangled me.

After ten more minutes, I called out a sudden simulated emergency—radar blackout, wind swinging thirty degrees.

She gripped the wheel, trim arms tense, and called out instructions. “Spotter to bow! Lila, flag any approaching debris. Kylie, check engine room for power drops. I’m taking manual control and plotting new heading 1-4-7.”

Professional. Calm. All business—except for the way her pulse jumped at her jaw, or the secret smile she thought I didn’t see.

I signaled for her to hold speed and ease the rudder.

She did it perfectly.

“Textbook,” I said, letting approval leak through.

She turned, letting go of the tension, and for a second her whole face opened up, proud, hungry, almost breathtaking.

“Didn’t want to disappoint you, Cap.”

Dangerous territory. My cock twitched, unwelcome and persistent, but I forced myself to keep the moment clean.

“I’ve never been disappointed, Brooke. Not once.”

She looked down, shy for the first time all morning, then squared her shoulders and straightened the course.

“We’re on track for Grenada arrival at oh-six-hundred tomorrow,” she said, business mode back in place. “Anything else you want me to lock down?”

I had a long list, none of which were safe to say.

Instead: “Keep me posted on wind changes. Run hourly checks on weather overlay. If you nail all that, I’ll let you take her into the harbor yourself.”

Brooke’s eyes blazed, real fire now. “Deal. And, Captain? Thanks for treating me like an equal.”

Before I could answer, the air comms picked up, fuzzy but alive with background noise.

Down below, the real world went on, messy, hungry, and blissfully unaware of the slow-motion disaster I was steering us all towards.

***

Below deck, the vibe was a whole different universe.

Emma Carter had gone full domestic goddess mode, apron tied, golden-brown hair up in a bun, sundress caught on the curve of her waist as if she’d just stepped out of the most wholesome pinup shoot known to man. She moved through the galley with the precision of a race car pit crew, sorting produce and prepping the space for a dinner that would make even the pickiest influencer swoon.

She plucked tomatoes from a basket, lined up heirloom citrus in color order, and paused only to check her phone for the exact timing on a fresh seafood shipment due to meet us in Grenada.

Every movement was effortless. She hummed under her breath, a song I didn’t recognize, lazy and sweet, and set out plates like she was prepping for a state dinner, not just a crew celebration.

What struck me hardest was how happy she looked. There was a peace in her face I hadn’t seen in a long time. Maybe she’d made her peace with the chaos above deck, or maybe she was just really damn good at pretending nothing could shake her.

She pulled coffee out of the specialty bin, ground it, and lined up mugs on a linen-draped tray. Her hands never stopped, scrubbing, slicing, setting out fine china from a barely-used showcase cabinet. From time to time, she’d glance out the hatch window, smiling softly as if she could see the future playing out just the way she wanted.

She had no idea about the secrets burning holes in the deck above.

To her, this was a family, a tribe, a crew. All the crosswise glances and late-night confessions were just the normal churn of people trying to belong. If she had any clue as to what really happened out on the upper deck, it never showed.

Not in her smile, not in the way she cradled a bottle of imported wine with both hands, not in the way she laid out napkins, each one folded with care, a little flourish at the corner like an origami heart.

She called out to Lila, “Let’s double-check the dessert station. I want tonight to be perfect.”

Lila, as always, was two steps ahead, already organizing the cutlery and prepping a backup plan in case anyone had a gluten meltdown.

It was a symphony of efficiency below deck, and Emma was the conductor.

I watched her for a moment through the security cam, transfixed by the calm. For all her “let me help with that” nurturing, she was happiest in motion, making a place for every stray soul who washed up on her deck.

She wanted everyone to belong, even the ones who didn’t know how to stay.

If there was one person on this boat who anchored the whole mess, it was Emma. Even if she didn’t know it.

***

Meanwhile, on the port settee, Tessa Hollis sat cross-legged, deep in the throes of a literary trance. Bikini top, oversized shirt, hair tumbling every which way. She looked like a myth brought to life, all copper and gold and intent.

Her battered notebook was open in her lap, pages curling from seawater and overuse. Tessa scribbled furiously, eyes darting between her words and the world around her.

Every so often, her gaze would flick up, right at me, always when she thought I wasn’t watching, and linger. Those green eyes were as honest as anything I’d ever seen in my life. She didn’t bother to hide the curiosity, the quiet hunger to understand why I did what I did.

She wrote about purpose and connection. You could read it right there on the top of her page, hand-lettered in violet gel pen, but I’d bet anything the essay wasn’t really about philosophy. It was about people, about loyalty, and maybe about the unsolved puzzle of men who made everything look easy but couldn’t let themselves be happy without a fight.

From her perch, Tessa saw all the secret currents. Even when she pretended to be lost in her page, she tracked every movement on deck, the way Brooke squared her shoulders when I praised her, the way Evan stiffened when he caught Tessa watching me, the way Summer’s laughter drifted up from below like a siren’s call.

She didn’t miss a thing. She just cataloged it, word after word, not judging, not labeling. Just noticing.

Sometimes, I felt like Tessa could see through me better than I could see through myself.

She caught my eye and smiled, soft and a little sad. Then she bent her head and wrote something, lips moving in silent rehearsal.

Evan Mills was two lounge chairs down, lounging with a book but not really reading it. His glasses perched on the tip of his nose, a little academic, a little bit lost. But he clocked Tessa’s every move. He saw the way her eyes slid to me, saw the flash of joy when I paused to answer a question, saw every micro-shift in the way her jaw set when she nailed a phrase in her essay.

Instead of being pissed, he seemed to root for her. Maybe he knew better than anyone what it felt like to want more than you were supposed to want. Maybe he just wanted her to be happy, even if it meant letting her drift toward someone else.

Whatever his reason, Evan didn’t interfere. He just watched, quiet comfort radiating from his corner, ready to step in but never willing to get in her way.

The sun crept higher, burning sweat beads onto my neck and sending glints off the stainless fixtures. On the bow, Brooke and I ran through maneuvers, her voice clear and sure. On the settee, Tessa wrote her truth in looping script. Below, Emma orchestrated miracles with sharp knives and bad coffee.

Out here, the rhythm was different. Slow burn, high stakes, nobody quite sure if the next shift would bring peace or an entirely new flavor of chaos.

And above it all, I played the role I’d built my entire life on: steady hand, safe harbor. The only guy both halves of every woman could trust, even if trusting me was a hell of a gamble.

***

Brooke dusted her palms, gaze locked on the horizon. She wore the kind of shorts that made her legs look endless and a white tank that hugged every inch of her sleek, hourglass figure. You could tell she’d picked it out to look effortless, but the effect was electric.

“Approaching the latitude line,” she called, all business, but her voice vibrated with excitement. “Should I update the log?”

I nodded, watching her style the note in crisp, perfect script.

She jotted the update, then nudged the wheel just a half-degree to port, correcting for a current I hadn’t even mentioned.

“You felt that?” I asked, pure delight in my voice.

She nodded, proud and a tiny bit smug. “True North gets frisky when she’s fighting the side swell. You taught me that.”

I wanted to say something clever, to let her know she’d impressed the hell out of me, but all that came out was a low, genuine laugh.

“You’re a natural, Brooke.”

She beamed, and I swear the whole bridge got brighter.

“I don’t get to hear that very often. Not from you.”

I felt the world slow, every sense locking in on her: the subtle blush on her collar, the way her lips curled into a half-smile, even the hint of sweat pearling at her hairline.

“Then you haven’t been listening,” I said. “Because you’ve been killing it since Miami.”

For a second, the old ice melted. The confident, perfectionist daughter, gone. Just Brooke, hungry for approval and not afraid to show it.

I wanted her. Not just in the abstract, not just as an elegant vision in sunlight, but right there, hands tangled, bodies pressed up against the warm vinyl of the bridge. The thought scared the shit out of me, mostly because it felt so real.

She turned, caught the look in my eyes, and for a heartbeat, we just existed in the tension.

Then the radio blipped, shattering the illusion.

Brooke reached for the comms, back in control, every inch the officer-in-training.

“Helm,” she said, voice steady. “Go ahead.”

Kylie’s voice crackled through, dripping with mock drama. “Social unit requesting permission to film you two hotshots for the next sponsor sizzle reel. Can you both look heroic for sixty seconds?”

Brooke rolled her eyes but grinned. “Permission granted, but only if you get my good side.”

“Uh, they’re all good sides, babe,” Kylie shot back. “See you topside.”

Brooke killed the comms, then glanced at me, conspiratorial. “Think she’s going to edit out the part where we nearly ran aground yesterday?”

“I think she’s too busy turning you into a star.”

Brooke laughed, low and genuine. “Let her try.”

For the next stretch, we prepped the helm for the video shoot. I wiped down the displays and straightened the navigation charts. Brooke worked the displays like she was born on the job, every click of her fingers a little declaration of independence.

Down on the deck, Tessa sat with her journal propped on her knees, gaze volleying between the horizon and the girl-power on the bridge. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said she was storing mental snapshots for a future story.

She caught my attention and waved, a shy, two-fingers-up salute.

I returned the gesture, genuine affection tugging at my lips.

Tessa beamed, then scribbled something ferociously in her notebook.

Evan never looked up from his book, but I caught the way he smiled, just a flicker, like he was happy for her, happy to see her light up, even if someone else was at the center of her solar system.

***

The last hour before lunch, the boat went soft around the edges.

Emma’s voice drifted up through the stairwell, warm and inviting. “Food in thirty! Lila, let’s bump the music. We need more island and less yacht club.”

Lila obliged, swapping in a playlist that bounced with reggae and steel drums. Within minutes, even the most stubborn of the morning’s drama faded into the background, replaced by laughter, the sizzle of garlic on the stove, and the clinking of glasses as the girls started prepping for the highlight reel.

On the bridge, I stood shoulder to shoulder with Brooke, watching the coastline of Grenada begin to tease the horizon. For a moment, we let the silence say what words couldn’t.

“You ever think about what comes after this?” Brooke asked, voice softer now, almost lost in the shuffle.

I shrugged, honest. “Every day. But I never come up with the perfect answer. Maybe there isn’t one.”

She nodded, thoughtful. “Some things, you just have to navigate as they come.”

We both let the thought hang, then turned our focus back to the heading.

Down on the deck, Tessa closed her notebook and sprawled out on the sun pad, arms stretched, face blissful. Evan slid over, careful to give her space, but close enough that their conversation could run as private or public as she wanted.

I watched them for a beat, then logged the position and checked the horizon.

For one perfect hour, nobody was fighting. Nobody was hiding. The boat just hummed along, slicing through sun-touched water, every soul aboard pretending, for a little while, that the future could be tamed by a good heading and a steady hand.

Even me.

***

“Okay, Captain,” Brooke said. “Your turn. What’s the hardest part of running this boat?”

I didn’t have to think.

“It’s not the tech. It’s not the weather. It’s keeping the crew happy and keeping myself from screwing things up for everyone.”

Brooke nodded, as if she’d expected that all along.

“You’re harder on yourself than any storm,” she said.

I wanted to argue, but she was right. I was my own worst critic.

She punched my arm, a friendly jab. “You’re doing better than you think. We notice.”

It was the kind of compliment I’d kill for, but didn’t know how to accept. So I just grinned and let it land.

The bridge fell quiet again, this time comfortable. Just us, the shimmer of the screens, and the promise of landfall ahead.

I’d forgotten what it felt like to want something so much it hurt.

Brooke, True North, the impossible mess I’d built around myself.

The hunger was back, coiling in my gut, but for once, I let it ride.

One more day to Grenada.

One more chance to get it right.

***

Below, Emma set out the china, gold-edged and gleaming in the strips of sun that bounced off the galley cabinets. She’d paired the produce with white roses from the last port. Simple, honest, the way she liked.

She arranged the plates, then clapped her hands in satisfaction.

Outside, the girls circled the deck, cameras in hand, prepping for the photo shoot. Summer was up next for the underwater segment, racing to the stern to prep gear. Tessa drifted toward the edge, her green eyes locked on me. For a second, she looked like she might say something, but then just smiled, shy and grateful.

I gave her a nod, permission, blessing, who knows, and she melted back to her seat, scribbling furiously in her battered notebook.

Evan watched, quiet and kind. The way he looked at her, you’d think he already knew the ending and didn’t mind sharing the space on the page.

On the bridge, I saw Brooke’s reflection in the glass: strong, beautiful, and maybe a little reckless.

I felt the power in it, the pull of all these women, and the realization that maybe, just maybe, I was the luckiest bastard on the ocean.

The next challenge was already spinning up down at the dive lockers.

For now, the wheel stayed true and the light poured down, sharp as a blade, and I let myself wonder. How would it feel to hold this family together, on the water, not just for a day, not just for a trip but for the whole thing? The real adventure. Circling the damn planet.

Grenada beckoned. The game was about to change again.

But first, I just had to make it through lunch without starting another storm.

***

The day had turned white-hot and sticky by the time I hit the stern deck. Most of the crew had scattered, Brooke in the nav alcove, Emma and Lila prepping for the dinner below, Tessa sprawled with her notebook and a dreamy look at midships. The air was thick with sunscreen, ozone, and the tang of salt spray.

Summer crouched at the rail, bare feet balanced on a storage crate, her back to me as she worked a torque wrench across the seam of an underwater camera housing. Her bikini was a purple slip of nothing, bottoms knotted high on her hips; every muscle in her lower back flexed with the twist of her wrist. Her wild blonde hair blew and tangled around her shoulders, sunstruck and messy, glittering with flecks of sand.

If you’d photographed her right then, you’d say goddess. Except she looked more dangerous than divine, every inch of her humming with focus. She was a walking wet dream, and she was all mine.

She noticed me before I made a sound. “Don’t suppose you brought me more than puns and a dirty mind?” Summer said, not even turning.

“Gasket kit and fresh SD, straight from Brooke’s stash,” I replied, holding up the loot. Her head swiveled instantly, a wolf scenting prey.

She grinned, eyes blue as the water. “Captain to the rescue. Knew you wouldn’t leave your girl stranded.” The humor was real, but the undercurrent between us was pure static.

I plopped beside her, knees brushing hers, and took the camera body from her hands. “You stripped the threads last time. I can re-tap on the fly, but you’ll owe me a drink.”

Summer leaned in, close enough I could count the freckles on her shoulder, and tugged at the edge of my toolbox. “You can charge me double if you fix the anti-fog. My last dive, the lens smeared up so bad I could barely see my own feet.”

“Or your tits,” I said, deadpan.

She laughed, full and bright. “You always get right to the point, don’t you?”

I shrugged, masking the way her body made my pulse trip. Even in daylight, there was a low, hungry ache radiating up from where our thighs touched. I caught a whiff of her, sun-warmed skin, sunscreen, and something citrus, wild and clean.

We worked the housing, fingers overlapping as we seated the new gasket and cinched down the flange screws. I could barely focus on the tiny Allen bolts with her pressed up so close. Every move was full contact, her hand on my wrist, my palm bracing her hip so we could torque the casing tight.

Her mouth hovered inches from my ear. “You know, it’s crazy how nobody else can keep up with you on this stuff. Makes me wonder if you secretly hate sharing control.”

I snorted. “Nobody ever learned anything without watching someone else crash and burn first. I just try not to leave a disaster for the next fix-it guy.”

Summer’s fingers lingered on mine as we snapped the housing shut, a long pause electrifying the air between us.

“Ready to make some history, baby?” she purred, already sliding into her dive vest. Tiny beads of sweat ran low on her spine, catching in the fabric of her string bikini.

I didn’t trust myself to speak, so I just nodded and grabbed the extra tanks.

Two minutes later, we were locked and loaded, masks down, fins ready.

She took the first step off the swim platform, barefoot, wet, a flash of perfect ass and golden muscle, then vanished in a white plume of bubbles.

I followed, heart thudding, and the world went blue.

***

Underwater, everything was simple. No voices, no bullshit, just the pulse of the ocean and the slow ballet of keeping pace with Summer as she sliced through the water. She kicked hard, barely glancing at the gauge, confident she could outlast anyone. I let her lead, half-delighted just to watch the way her body moved, each stroke sending a shimmer down her legs, each arch of her back hinting at wildness that could never be tamed.

We dropped through columns of sunlight, past the shadow line, and entered a tangled garden of coral.

She had an eye for the shot. She’d see a school of neon fish and pivot, camera poised, gliding slow-mo as she tracked them through a rainbow of drifting spores. When she found a freak swirl of current, she dove into it, hair floating wild, every movement smooth and organic.

We spent twenty minutes filming a pair of sea turtles weaving around sponge towers. Each time I nudged the reflector into place, our hands collided. The contact jolted more than the steel handles could explain.

She didn’t shy away. More than once, she’d brush her thigh along mine, her heel nudging my calf in a move that felt both accidental and absolutely not.

We surfaced on the far side of the reef, lungs burning, and she wrenched her mask off with a victory howl.

“Get that on video and I’ll make you Insta-famous,” she teased, hair clinging to her cheekbones. Her nipples were hard under the saturated purple top, more so than the chill could explain. I felt myself respond, instant and vivid.

She grinned at me, feral, and kicked back to the boat.

I followed, feeling like I was swimming toward disaster on purpose.

***

We clambered up onto the transom. Summer first, water sluicing down her body in rivers, tight bottoms painted to every curve. She shook herself like a wild animal, eyes blazing.

“Holy shit, that was insane,” she breathed, tossing the rig down. “Did you see the sandbar sharks? I almost lost a fin chasing that last one.”

“Wouldn’t be the same without you tempting fate,” I said. “Or breaking the camera.”

She flipped me the bird and laughed, then wriggled out of her vest. For a heartbeat, I watched her, every line, every curve, every wild strand of hair.

I should have called it there, should have kept a safe distance.

But we had gear to stow, and the air was still thick with everything we hadn’t said.

***

The equipment room was a sweatbox of metal lockers and humming pumps, the only light a harsh LED overhead. Summer ducked inside and slid the camera onto the rack. I squeezed in after, the door sealing the world out.

She dropped the mask and braced herself against the steel cabinet, muscles taut. Water dripped from my wetsuit and splattered the deck, but I didn’t care. Neither did Summer.

She spun, pinning me with a look that was half challenge, half warning.

“I know about you and Kylie,” she said, soft but sharp. “Been tracking it since the Bahamas.”

I locked up, caught flat. Her words socked me clean in the gut, knocking the breath right out of me. For a second, I couldn’t even move, just stood there, dripping, heart hammering.

Summer stepped closer, voice tight. “It’s not a problem. Not for me, anyway. I just need to hear you say it.”

Her eyes drilled into mine, wary, jealous, but hungry for the truth.

I took a breath, peeled off my mask, and let it hang.

“It’s just as real as this,” I admitted. “Kylie gets under my skin. Always has. But it doesn’t take a thing away from what I feel every time I’m with you.”

Summer’s hands shook as she tossed her vest onto the bench.

“Good,” she whispered, almost a threat. “Because I don’t want to stop this. I want all of it. I’m up for the competition, Captain Daddy.”

The confession detonated between us.

We slammed together, lips colliding, biting and desperate. Her hands clawed at my shoulders, yanking the zipper of my wetsuit down so fast it burned my skin. I ripped at hers, straps popping, the top falling away to reveal those wild, perfect tits, soaked, flushed, peaking.

“God, I want you,” I growled, hoisting her onto the edge of the locker.

She wrapped her legs around my waist, grinding against me as her mouth found mine, tasting, devouring, not a trace of restraint.

We fumbled with each other’s suits, tugging them down, skin to skin hot despite the chill of the room. Equipment tumbled from shelves, a crash echoing beneath the thump of our bodies locking tight.

She arched, shoving her breasts into my hands, nipples pebbling against my palms. I squeezed, rolled, bit, and she moaned, raw and unguarded.

“Fuck, you’re so alive,” I said, breathless. “You make me feel like nothing else matters.”

She kissed me again, teeth and tongue, sweat and salt.

“Then show me. Prove it. Don’t you dare hold back.”

She shimmied the rest of the way free, bare ass sliding along cold metal. I yanked my suit below my hips, cock springing free, already slick with need.

Summer grabbed my shaft, stroking it, teasing, her eyes locked to mine.

“This is what I want. All of it. All of you.”

I didn’t wait. I lined up, feeling the heat of her pussy against the tip, so wet and ready it almost buckled my knees.

We kissed again, brutal and sweet, as I drove inside her.

The world shrank to the slap of skin and the hum of the pumps.

For a second, all the lies and mess and hunger made perfect sense.

She wanted all of me.

And I wanted her more than air.

***

The minute I slipped inside Summer, everything else I ever thought I wanted went straight to the bottom of the sea. Her heat wrapped around me, velvet and tight, already fluttering from the way I stretched her. She arched off the locker shelf, hair flinging water droplets in every direction, fingers digging into my back as if she could anchor me to the moment and never let go.

I grabbed her ass and lifted, planting her on the edge of the battered crew cot. The thing squeaked and shifted beneath us but held, just barely, as I drove in again, slow and deep.

Her legs locked around my hips, heels biting into my spine. The rocking of the boat turned every thrust into a tidal surge, and the mechanical hum in the background only made it dirtier, more urgent, like the universe wanted us to get caught, but couldn’t look away.

“Fuck, Cole,” she hissed, voice ragged. “You feel so goddamn good. Like you were custom built for me.”

I slammed into her, chest to chest, sweat and water mixing as I fucked her with everything I had, owning her as if she was mine now and forever because she was. My mouth found her neck, biting hard enough to leave a mark, then tasted a line down to her perfect, salt-soaked tits. I sucked each nipple in turn, rolling them on my tongue. Summer responded in kind, yanking my hair, kissing me with teeth, punching her hips up to make sure I filled her to the hilt.

The heat built fast. Every time I bottomed out, her pussy clamped down, milking my cock, drawing every ounce of sanity out through my balls. There was no holding back, not with Summer, not ever.

She writhed, every muscle flexing, sweat slicking her body, gold and tan and wet and wild. Her tits mashed against my chest, perfect natural D-cups, nipples so hard they left imprints on my skin.

I braced above her, arms shaking as I drove my cock in and out, each thrust making the cot groan and the storage shelves vibrate.

“You’re mine, Summer.” It came out a growl, primal and raw.

She yanked my face down and stared right through me. “I fucking love you, Cole.”

It detonated at the base of my spine. My whole body went rigid. Her legs tightened, wrapping around me like an octopus, heels digging in, hips grinding up to fuse us together.

“Say it again,” I begged, voice barely human.

Summer’s lips brushed my ear, wet and trembling. “I love you. I want—fuck—everything. Don’t ever let me go. Please, Cole—”

The words ripped through me, hotter than any orgasm, but I wanted more.

I slowed my thrusts, held her pinned to the cot, and found her hand, twining our fingers together above her head. Our bodies locked tight, sweat rolling, muscles straining.

I pressed my forehead to hers. “Stay with me after this trip is done. Don’t go back to him. Or anybody. Just you and me, Summer. Nobody else.”

She stared up, eyes ocean-deep, lashes wet from sweat and something more.

“God, yes. I want that, too. More than anything,” she whispered. “Swear to god, I do. Let’s sail away, Captain. Let’s burn the whole world down and build it back, just for us.”

The lines between us blurred, her soul smashing into mine, no hiding, no lies.

I blacked out for a split second when it happened, pleasure melting my vision white at the edges. The sound of Summer’s moan didn’t just fill the cramped equipment room, it vibrated right through my sternum, raw, wild, like something getting torched alive. I’d been right on the ragged edge for what felt like forever, locked between the hard steel of the locker and the even harder vise of her body, hips slamming together as if the boat’s momentum was an extension of our own. But when I came, it was like a dam giving way; everything I’d kept bottled for months, maybe years, was right there in the open, messy, desperate, almost punishing in how much I needed her to take every last drop.

Summer was coming too, her nails scoring fresh red lines into my shoulders, her legs a python’s grip around my waist. The slick heat of her, the way her pussy fluttered and clamped with each pulse of my cock, made it impossible to stop, even if I’d wanted to. We clung to each other, shuddering in time, the air thick with sweat, salt, and the faint stench of ozone from the overworked motors. My hands, which had meant to brace her, instead dug into her ass, fingers splayed and clutching as she milked me for more.

“Fuck, Captain, don’t stop. Don’t you dare—” she gasped, voice breaking as her orgasm crashed over her in a series of aftershocks, pussy spasming and pulling me deeper, as if she wanted to fuse us at the root.

I obeyed. I thrust again, then again, riding out the rolling contractions, until my legs trembled with the effort and I could barely breathe. My head slammed back against the metal, and the pain felt good, grounding, a counterpoint to the dizzying pleasure. It was so much I almost laughed, but all that came out were ragged, guttural sounds as I emptied myself, not just into her, but onto her, all over the pale skin of her belly and the insides of her thighs. It streaked there, shining, then pooled between her butt and the rim of the cot, so much that even Summer looked surprised, eyes wide and wild.

“Jesus. Babe. Guess you’ve been saving up.”

She was still shaking, hair stuck to her cheekbones, mouth hanging open as she caught her breath. Instead of letting go, she yanked me down for another kiss, as if to suck the last of my soul through my mouth. It was greedy and sweet at once, her tongue everywhere, licking up the taste of sweat and, probably, a little blood from where we’d bitten each other.

I buried my face in her neck and just breathed her in, letting the world shrink back to the size of this moment, her skin, her heartbeat, the weight of her wrapped around me like armor. At some point, her hand slipped between us, smearing our mixed mess along my shaft, stroking slowly, as if she wanted to memorize the shape of me from the inside out. I felt myself twitch at the touch, over-sensitive but needy, desperate to stay connected even now.

She giggled, almost shyly, and kissed my ear. “I’m never letting you go.”

I believed her. I didn’t even want her to. There was something about Summer, the way she owned her hunger, the way she refused to apologize for wanting more that made every other girl I’d been with seem like a talk show rerun. She lived in the now, and I wanted to live there with her.

The hum of the engines faded in and out, masking the rest of the world. The air in the equipment room was thick, humid as a greenhouse, the only light still that hard white beam overhead. It made everything look unreal, hyper-saturated, as if the whole scene was happening underwater.

She finally eased her grip on my waist, but not before shivering through one more little aftershock. I could see her thighs trembling where I’d spread them, muscles exhausted but unwilling to admit defeat.

I brushed her hair back from her face, trying to gentle the moment, but she just grinned and licked my cheek. “That’s your turn, Captain. Now you’re the one who can’t walk straight.”

I laughed into her neck, the sound loose and foreign, and held her tight.

We collapsed together, skin stuck with sweat and salt, her hair tangled around my face and mouth. My cock softened but didn’t slip out. Her legs made sure of that.

For a long time, we couldn’t even speak. The only sound was our panting, the thrum of the yacht, and the faint slosh of water in a hull not built for secrets.

She stroked my neck, slow and gentle, letting me come down.

“I mean it, Baby,” I said, voice soft but so fucking true. “I love you. Not just the body, not just the sex. All of you.”

Summer choked on a laugh, tears and sweat streaming side by side down her cheek. “I never believed in that shit til I met you. Never thought I could love anyone. But you, you scare the hell out of me. I don’t ever want to lose this.”

I kissed her, trying to say what words couldn’t. She melted under me, opened up, let herself be fragile.

“I’ll take you anywhere, Summer. Hell, we could live on a one-hundred-ten-foot boat and never see land again.”

She snorted, half-crying, half-laughing. “You’d go crazy without an engine room.”

“Not if you’re there to keep me wild.”

Her legs uncoiled, but her arms didn’t. She cradled my head against her chest, letting me listen to her heart steady. For once, she didn’t try to run, didn’t fill the space with jokes or distractions. She just let it be real.

After a few minutes, I rolled to my side, still tangled up in her, the mess of our private universe leaking onto the battered cot and her thighs. I watched a single bead of cum slide down her leg, shining in the harsh light, and felt the ache of wanting her, always.

She curled beside me, drowsy and sweet. “You think the others know yet? About us, about all of it?”

I shrugged. “Kylie knows. Brooke suspects. I think Tessa knows, and Lila too. But Adam and Mark are clueless, and Emma and Lila are the only ones trying to keep the deck civil.”

Summer squeezed my hand. “Does it make you feel guilty? Wanting us both?”

The question landed hard, but I owed her the truth.

“Sometimes. But I can’t turn it off. With you, it’s a wildfire. With her… different, but just as real. I’m terrified the whole thing will crack the hull, but I want it anyway. I want all of you.”

She kissed my chest, gentle now, lips finding every bruise and scratch she’d just left. “That’s the hottest thing you’ve ever said, Captain. Is it wrong that I like knowing you need me that much?”

“If it is, we’re both going to hell.”

Summer laughed, breasts jiggling, baring her body in all its legendary glory, tan lines and all. “Let’s not overthink it. Let’s just be here. For now.”

We listened to the hum of the pumps, the slow, gentle rock of the boat, the muffled chaos of the world above.

In that stolen hour, there was nothing outside this room.

Not exes. Not secrets. Not even the crew, plotting their next drama.

Just Summer and me, fused together, alive.

A notification chimed from the loudspeaker: “All hands, main deck in fifteen! Crew meeting and celebration!”

Summer groaned, burying her face in my chest. “Of course. Just when I was planning round two.”

I grinned, loving her more than ever. “Raincheck, sunshine. I’ll make it up to you tonight.”

She dressed slow, savoring every minute, then tucked herself into my arms for a final, secret kiss.

“Don’t forget what you promised,” Summer whispered, voice barely more than a tickle in my ear. “You’re my BAE. Now and forever.”

Her lips found my cheek; the heat lingered as I frowned, searching her face for clues. “What is BAE?” I said, curious, hungry for meaning.

Summer giggled. Sunlight danced in her eyes. “Means before anyone else. You’re it for me. And don’t even think about keeping me out of your bed at night. I’m totally sleeping with you from here on out.”

I grinned, pulse skipping. “I’d be disappointed if you didn’t. Then again, you might have to fight Kylie for first dibs.”

Summer’s eyes narrowed, lips curling in a wicked, playful smile. “Game on.”

She left first, head high, hair wild, looking like she owned every inch of the world.

I followed after, hands steady, face set, ready to bluff my way through whatever came next.

If only the rest of life could be that simple.

But on True North, nothing stayed easy for long.

***

The main salon was a powder keg, and Adam’s voice was the spark.

“Ladies and gentlemen, our very own Kylie Carter just crossed the one million mark!” he bellowed, raising his glass so hard I thought the stem might snap. “Let’s hear it for the queen of content, the breaker of records, the girl who made every damn sponsor on this boat richer than their wildest dreams!”

The applause was instant. Champagne frothed over lips and onto bare shoulders. Someone, probably Summer, popped a confetti cannon that showered the room in metallic ribbons. Lila didn’t bat an eye; she was already pouring more drinks, moving through the crowd with the grace of a five-star maître d’.

Kylie stood at the center of it all, a golden cyclone in a black minidress, bare legs glistening from a fresh coat of highlight. She grinned for the cameras, sunlight catching the mischief in her eyes, but when she thought nobody was watching, she glanced my way.

The look was all teeth and tenderness, a secret handshake in the middle of the chaos.

Adam swarmed her, scooping Kylie off the ground and spinning her around like she was still nineteen and Queen Bee of the UGA volleyball team. He planted a kiss on her cheek, then instantly switched to business mode, phone out, rapid-firing sponsor texts and dialing the first of many “urgent” video conferences.

“Pearson,” I heard him say, “We just broke seven figures on the Carter channel. No, I’m not kidding. Time to lock in that next activation. Yes, they’re all here. Trust me, you want to up the budget. This crew is money.”

Summer drifted around the edges, camera in one hand, gin fizz in the other. She played the hype role, egging on the girls for ever, more ridiculous photo poses, Brooke and Lila arm wrestling over the last truffle, Tessa and Emma locked in an epic staged swordfight with baguettes.

But even when Summer spun a crowd, she was always aware of where I stood. Her eyes found me, soft and sly, and the curve of her mouth said we had unfinished business.

Kylie didn’t cede the spotlight for a second. She worked the room like someone born for it: flirting, joking, posing with Brooke and Lila for rapid-fire selfies, then dragging Tessa into a TikTok challenge involving fresh fruit and a truly obscene amount of whipped cream.

She never broke a sweat, never let her guard down, not even when Adam thrust the phone at her mid-toast so she could do a live shout-out for the fans.

“Couldn’t have done it without the best Captain in the industry,” she purred into the lens, winking straight at me. “He kept us from falling to pieces, and his ass is even better in person, promise.”

The room howled. I ducked my head and grinned, trying to play it cool.

Nobody fooled Lila. She was everywhere and nowhere, the invisible hand that kept the evening from boiling over into madness. Every time Summer drifted too close to me, Lila intercepted with a refill or a new photo op; if Kylie made a beeline my direction, Lila staged a group shot or started a round of toasts.

Even Emma got swept up, surrendering her hostess role to join the games. She mixed cocktails, helped Lila refill plates, and played peacemaker whenever the energy spiked too high.

Brooke sat back, sipping her drink, content to analyze the room and cut in with a perfectly timed line. She had the aura of someone who could see where every domino might fall, but for once, she let herself smile.

Tessa lingered at the edges, notebook balanced on one bare knee, scribbling quick notes even as she played along with the whipped cream challenge. Every so often she’d catch my eye, and there was a question there, a silent invitation I couldn’t quite decode.

Maybe someday I’d have the guts to ask.

For now, I was just doing my best not to combust.

I drank, ate, and played the part while the party raged. But the truth was, every time Summer glanced my way, I felt her under my skin, her voice still in my ear from earlier, the taste of her sweat still fresh on my tongue. Every time Kylie cackled and tossed her hair, another memory of her naked and wild on the upper deck, straddling me, replayed in my head.

The only thing holding me together was the hum of the boat, the steady ache in my chest, and the knowledge that if I let go, there might not be enough left for round two.

***

The sun dropped low and the salon emptied, girls trickling upstairs or down, their laughter trailing like perfume in the wake. Adam popped open one last bottle, corralling Mark for a “Captain’s Only” wind-down in the aft lounge. Even then, I knew the real peace would only come when I finally locked myself behind the wheelhouse door.

The wheelhouse was my church.

I found it dark and cool, only the instrument clusters alive, casting everything in blue and gold. Out the wraparound windows, the sea stretched empty, nothing to disturb the hull but the mellow whisper of the wake.

I poured a finger of single malt and let it burn down slow. Then I unlocked the day’s data—fuel curves, position logs, wind overlays, everything True North had whispered as she cut east toward Grenada.

She was perfect. Every metric pinned to the target. If I’d been a robot, I’d have called it a flawless day.

But reflected in the glass behind the displays, I saw someone else. Eyes too tired, lips twisted with hunger and doubt.

I traced a finger along the route line, island to island, each waypoint a decision I’d made, good or bad, all of it leading straight to this next port.

Grenada was a green spike, brutal and beautiful, sitting out there on the edge of the hurricane belt. She looked inviting from a distance, but the locals called her the Spice Isle for a reason, sweet at first, then hot enough to burn you alive.

A storm gathered out there, just over the horizon.

I checked the radar, ran the models. There was nothing to worry about, not really.

Except for the war inside my own skull.

Tonight had proven it: I couldn’t choose. Not yet. Probably not ever. Every time I tried to tamp it down, the need just got brighter. Kylie was a shot of adrenaline, bold, wild, insatiable. With Summer, it was something else. A hunger that went deeper, the kind that threatened to change me forever.

I was captain of this floating paradise, but in some ways, I was more lost than ever.

The world outside simmered with laughter, clinking ice, another bottle uncorked. Somewhere below, Lila tidied the last of the glasses, already plotting how to keep the peace on deck tomorrow. Emma prepped the breakfast set, always thinking ahead, always dreaming about what could be.

Up here, in the hush, I was just a man facing his own reflection.

I scrolled the chart, fingers steady, and punched in the coordinates for the next sunrise approach. If the weather held, we’d make the Carenage harbor by 0700, right as the island started waking up.

It should have felt like victory.

But all I felt was the slow, inexorable pull of everything I wanted and everything I was about to risk.

On the top of the display, the route line blinked, bright and urgent.

For a long while, I just stared at the horizon, feeling every choice I’d made settle into my bones.

Tonight, the boat hummed smooth as oil.

Tomorrow? No guarantees.

But, hell. That’s what made it worth the ride.

The only thing left was to point her straight, lock the heading, and see if I could steer us all through the next tempest.

Because if there was one thing I knew, it was that the real storm wasn’t out there in the ocean.

It was right here, buried in the hungry, reckless heart of the man at the wheel.


Chapter eleven
Grenada's Embrace


Waking up with a naked woman wrapped around you should have been the ultimate fantasy. But with Summer, it didn’t feel real until I actually tried to move.

She’d wrapped every limb tight, latching on like a heat-seeking blanket, her knees bracketing my thigh and her perfect tits mashed against my chest. Even in sleep, she held on as if she was afraid I’d slip away if she let up for even a second.

My cock was hard. No surprise, not with the way her pussy cradled the shaft, the swollen head pressed directly against her slick, fever-warm folds. When I shifted, she made a tiny, satisfied sound in her throat and ground her hips just enough to tease me without ever waking.

The morning sun leaked through the porthole, striping her golden skin, turning every inch of her body into a master class in temptation. Her golden blonde hair fanned out over my chest, wild and gorgeous, framing her face with a messy halo that made her look almost angelic. A fake angel, maybe, given what she’d done to me the day before.

I wanted to stay exactly like this. I wanted to hit pause and just breathe in the scent of her, coconut, ocean, the tiniest hint of my own sweat still clinging to her skin. I traced a line down the length of her spine, feeling goosebumps rise as I drifted over the arch of her back and the perfect, high curve of her ass. My cock twitched. Her pussy squeezed me tighter, even in her sleep. If there was an afterlife, this was it.

But the clock in my head screamed louder than lust. Grenada lay dead ahead. If I didn’t get to the bridge soon, I’d be explaining to Adam and Mark why the most expensive yacht in the Caribbean was doing donuts in front of Port St. George.

Still, I lingered. I let myself watch her face, so vulnerable and unguarded in sleep, the lips parted, lashes dark against her cheekbones. You wouldn’t know by looking that she could break a man in half with a single word, or that she’d spent the night before whispering impossible promises into my ear, clutching me so tight it almost hurt.

A memory flashed, the way she’d clung to me in the equipment room, sweat-streaked, wild, her body milking every drop of cum out of me before collapsing in a tangle of limbs. Now, blissed out and boneless, she held onto me with the same ferocity, refusing to let the morning tear us apart. If this was love, sign me up.

I squeezed her waist, not wanting to disturb her. But even thinking about leaving made me ache.

Still, the harbor wouldn’t wait.

I eased my arm out from under her head, careful not to jar her. Inch by inch, I pried her thigh off my hip, rolling away just enough to slide my cock free from its velvet vise.

The tip dragged across her slit, wet and hot, and she didn’t even flinch. She just burrowed closer, hands bunching at the empty space on my chest as if demanding a refund.

She was trouble, all right. The kind that set your soul on fire and then snuggled you to death the next morning. I couldn’t blame Chase for his outburst. It would be hell to lose her.

Before pulling away for good, I bent down and pressed a soft kiss to her forehead. The gesture surprised me almost as much as it did her. She shifted, a little smile flickering in her sleep, then settled deeper into the pillow, one hand curling around my spot on the sheet like she could drag me back by force of will alone.

She didn’t wake. Not really. But she held on, unforgettable and real as gravity.

I stood by the edge of the berth, watching her for a moment. Splayed out, hair everywhere, those wild, ridiculous curves for days, she looked like the cover of every dirty dream I’d ever had. But there was a sweetness under it, something that made me want to protect her at the same time I wanted to pin her down and take her all over again.

God, she was beautiful.

And I was in deep.

I found my shorts and slipped out, heart hammering.

By the time I hit the passageway, the air felt different, cool, bracing, a sharp bite that reminded me why captains never let their guard down. I threw cold water on my face in the head, killing the urge to double back and lose myself in Summer one more time.

Instead, I set my sights on the bridge.

The bridge was a world apart from the bedroom. Up here, the only thing that mattered was the steady flicker of the displays, the luminous trail on the nav chart, the endless, brooding blue of the Grenada approach. I slid into the captain’s chair, let my hands settle on the wheel, and let the discipline roll in.

True North was already on course. Wind out of the east, nothing but sweet air and the promise of landfall an hour out. But my head was a mess. Every thought that should have been focused on currents and fuel burn kept circling back to the girl sleeping in my bed, golden and wild and so fucking vulnerable it felt like a trap.

I scrolled the weather feeds, checking for squalls. Nothing to worry about.

Except for the gnawing ache in my chest every time I thought about her.

She’d said she loved me. I’d said it back.

Now what?

The yacht shimmered in the morning calm, every system running smooth, but inside my own skull, the seas were rough as hell.

I ticked off the checklist, called up the docking charts, and ran the numbers twice. If I nailed the harbor entry, maybe nobody would notice I was running on four hours of sleep and a bloodstream full of Summer’s afterglow.

Professional. That was the job.

But even with my hands on the wheel, even with the bridge locked down, the scent of her clung to me, daring me to admit how much I wanted her, needed her, maybe even something more.

The horizon glowed green, Grenada rising out of the haze like a promise. True North cut through the water like she was born to do it, leaving nothing but wake behind.

And me? I was captain, king, and total fucking wreck, all in one.

One more hour. Then I’d have to face the crew, the sponsors, the next impossible test.

But for now, I let myself remember the feeling of her arms around me, the heat of her body, and the way she clung to me like I was the only safe harbor she’d ever known.

I wanted to believe it was true.

I wanted to believe I could be enough.

For her, for me, for every wild, beautiful mess we’d built together on this boat.

I locked the heading and watched the coastline sharpen, knowing the day would demand everything I had.

But for a minute, at least, I let myself hope that maybe, just maybe, loving Summer wouldn’t sink me after all.

***

The arrival in Grenada didn’t just hit the senses, it blitzed them.

The island rose up on every side, green as a fever dream, with St. George’s splashed against the hills like someone spilled a bucket of sherbet on a mountainside. As I guided True North into the horseshoe curve of the Carenage, the breeze whipped through the upper deck, thick with nutmeg, cinnamon, and the brassy tang of coming rain. Above it all, the city watched us, every shuttered window, every candy-painted row house, poised and ready for the next hurricane, yet still standing.

Docking a superyacht in Grenada’s most notorious harbor was supposed to be a challenge, but today, she cut through the glassy water like she was born here. I cracked the throttles, feathered the bow thruster, and let inertia do the rest. The hull glided between the mooring buoys, barely a whisper, lines ready to run before the crew even hit the deck.

Adam and Mark were all business, but I caught the pride in their eyes as the yacht eased in. Adam’s hand clapped my shoulder, the force of it nearly shaking me off my perch behind the helm.

“She’s in excellent condition, Cole. You’ve done a hell of a job,” he said, voice full-bodied and loud enough to carry above the rumble of the island.

Mark flanked me with his silent sentinel act, blue eyes scanning the gauges and the gleaming white decks. “The sponsors are going to be more than impressed.”

They didn’t have to say it, but I registered the double hit, professional respect and the trust embedded in those words. If they knew what brewed below deck, they might have been less eager to hand me the keys. But here, on the approach, I was still the safe pair of hands.

The first breath of air off the island nearly knocked me sideways. The city stank of adventure, spice, ozone, the animal heat of rain ready to let loose. I inhaled, letting it fill my lungs. If anything could drown out the ghost of Summer’s sweat and sex still lingering on my skin, it was this.

We cleared the bridge and made a beeline for the mechanical. The inspection was tradition: every inch of engine, every strip of wiring, every circuit board and dash light. Adam didn’t ask, he just rolled up his sleeves, already grinning. Mark hit his checklist, surgical, never missing a beat. I worked alongside them, shirtsleeves sticking to my shoulder blades, sweat trickling down my spine as we burrowed through the belly of True North.

Adam ran diagnostics on the comms and navigation, grumbling about bandwidth and port fees, then, when the system ran perfect, he gave me a celebratory punch in the ribs.

“Damn, Cap, you’ve got her running like a dream,” he said. “Didn’t think you’d make it look this easy.”

I shrugged, masking the buzz of pride. “It’s all about the incentives. I heard the city’s best rum is waiting at the end of this checklist.”

Mark barely looked up from the engine readouts. “Metrics are holding steady. Hull integrity is above spec, fuel efficiency up three percent since the last overhaul.”

Adam whistled. “Three percent? Pearson’s going to throw a parade. If Kylie’s channel doesn’t bury the competition, this sure as hell will.”

Another hit, another indirect reference to the girl I’d made sweat and scream less than forty-eight hours ago. I felt my face burn, but neither man noticed. They were already deep into the data logs.

We cycled through everything: battery levels, backup systems, even the failsafe hydraulics Adam claimed were “just for show” but loved anyway. When the electricals buzzed perfect, he grabbed my shoulder again.

“I’m serious, Cole. The sponsor’s going to eat this up. You keep the boat running, and Kylie turns every second into viral gold. Even Summer’s footage, hell, I thought she’d be more trouble than she was worth, but her clips practically exploded the brand overnight.”

He couldn’t have known how the words hit. I pasted on my best Captain Professional smile and nodded.

“She’s a natural,” I said. “Hard to keep up with her energy.”

Adam laughed, shaking his head. “Let her keep chasing, that’s what makes the content pop. You let the wild ones run, and you never tell them no until the check clears.”

Mark ran a finger down the final column, lips pursed. “Celebrity engagement’s up across every metric. If we keep the crew drama zeroed out, we’re looking at world record numbers.”

Underneath, there was a challenge there. But I took it in stride.

“You know I’ve got your back,” I said. “And if the deck ever gets too wild, I’ll just toss Kylie overboard. Let the sharks fight it out.”

Adam barked a laugh, eyes crinkling. “Now that’s the Cole I remember. Zero bullshit and ready for anything.”

But that was a lie. I was faking it, holding secrets tighter than any nut or bolt on this yacht.

If Adam ever knew about Summer, and not just the rumors, but the truth, the hot, sticky, soul-wrecking truth, he’d lose it. He’d lose it even harder if he knew about Kylie. Hell, I’d lose him. Lose everything.

I shook off the thought and dove back into business mode.

We wrapped the inspection and regrouped by the aft lounge, pulling up deck chairs and reviewing the sponsor clips with the dock rum already sweating in the heat. Adam passed his phone around, showing off the latest spike in views, the surge of fresh followers, the comments that read like love letters mixed with pure, unfiltered lust.

“Kylie’s a star,” he said, pride bleeding into every word.

“She’s smart,” I agreed. “It’s not just the looks. She’s got angle. Drive.”

“And Summer?” Mark asked, eyes locking for half a second on mine. “She’s got something extra. I don’t know what you call it, but it jumps through the lens.”

For a second, I couldn’t breathe. I replayed the image of her sprawled naked on my bed, hair everywhere, her slit glazed with my pre-cum. “Yeah,” I managed, “She’s got spark.”

Adam tossed his phone onto the table and let out a big, satisfied exhale. “Crew’s running smooth, boat’s running smoother, and sponsors are on track to throw us a bonus for the first Caribbean leg. You stick to business, Cap, and I’ll handle the social circus.”

I nodded, but the guilt festered. Every compliment twisted the knife.

They trusted me. With millions of dollars, with their daughters, with their legacy.

If they ever learned what happened behind closed doors—

I locked my jaw, exiled the thought.

The only thing that mattered was the next port, the next flawless run, the next way to prove myself indispensable.

If guilt was the price, I’d pay it. In full.

Better me than anyone else.

We pounded through the last numbers and called it done.

The men drifted back to their routines. Adam off to send sponsor updates, Mark to log the mechanicals, but I lingered aft, watching the city’s skyline burn in the morning sun.

Below me, I heard the first sounds of laughter. Kylie pitching a segment, Summer egging her on, the two of them firing off lines like it was second nature. Their voices carried, all tease and innuendo, and I knew it couldn’t last. Not with the secrets we carried.

But for now, I soaked in the spice of Grenada, the electric feel of a perfect landing, and the knowledge that the only thing standing between paradise and disaster was my willingness to balance on the edge.

If the boat ran perfect, maybe I could keep the rest of the chaos from capsizing us all.

That was the theory, anyway.

I let the memory of Summer’s lips on my chest, her body tangled in mine, drift to the back of my mind.

Professional. Always.

Everything else could wait, at least until the next storm.

***

Grenada from the water was wild, untamed, a patchwork of cliffs and unspoiled green folding straight into diamond-blue sea. We skipped the main beaches and went hunting for something off the charts, a cove so secluded the only way in was by water or a machete.

It took three tries and a little piloting wizardry, but eventually we nudged the dinghy up onto black sand and dragged our gear under a fallen palm. The minute everyone’s feet hit solid ground, the tribe split like magnets flipping polarity.

Adam and Mark set up shop in the shade, barely bothering with towels before dumping out a satchel of folders and tablets. Business mode: on. They leaned in, heads together, documents fanned between them as they started running numbers and schedules and, if their low, intense voices were any clue, plotting the next big leap for True North and every sponsor along for the ride. If you ever wanted to watch a pair of apex predators cut deals barefoot, this was it.

Down the slope, Emma and Lila went full event-planner, unpacking baskets, plates, and a stack of homemade pastries still warm from the galley oven. There was no competition between them, just pure, easy flow, each anticipating the other’s move, arranging food and setting blankets like they’d done it a thousand times. Watching them was like seeing a living ad for “found family.” Emma’s laugh floated up over the rocks, bright and domestic, while Lila’s attention to detail bordered on legendary.

Brooke wasted zero time getting the small dinghy in the water. She stripped down to a navy two-piece that left my mind numb and fired up the outboard, then started running figure eights in the cove like she was prepping for a time trial. Every twenty seconds, she’d whip past the point, body balanced, hair flying, eyes locked on trim and wind, every bit the pro. Tessa staked out a sun-bleached boulder on shore, thighs tucked up to her chest, notebook at the ready. She didn’t watch the water so much as dissect it, every detail and line going straight onto the page. If I knew her, she was already halfway through a first draft about “the power of solitude” or some other quiet hurricane she bottled inside.

Evan, meanwhile, went full marine biologist, wading knee-deep in the tide pools at the far end of the cove. He knelt, peering into every puddle, capturing tiny hermit crabs and glass shrimp in his palm before releasing them like prized treasures. Every couple of minutes, he’d call out a factoid to Tessa, who jotted it down with a thoughtful, approving hum.

And then there were Summer and Kylie.

They didn’t stake out territory; they just drifted, ended up walking the same sandbar without ever looking at each other. If you didn’t know better, you’d think the silence was casual. Anyone who’d watched the tension build over the past week could tell it was anything but.

They reached the rocky outcrop together. Not side by side, never that, but close enough to share the view. Neither said a word for a long time. Summer perched on the highest boulder, knees up, chin resting on her thigh, hair a gold curtain across her cheek. Kylie sat below, elbows on her knees, scanning the horizon, face set and unreadable.

For a full five minutes, there was nothing but the sound of wind and the thump of surf on rock.

Then, predictably, it was Kylie who struck first.

“I know about you and Cole.”

It wasn’t a whisper. She didn’t even look up. She just lobbed the truth into the space between them and waited.

Summer didn’t freeze. Her lips curved, almost a smirk.

“And I know about you and him,” she replied, matching Kylie’s directness without blinking. “So, what now?”

Kylie shrugged. “Dunno. Guess I thought you’d deny it. Or start a girl fight. But I’m over bullshit. I just want to know, does he love you, too?”

Summer’s eyes narrowed, blue and sharp as the water below. “He said he did. Feels real. What about you?”

Kylie huffed, that classic mix of half-laugh and half-pain. “I’ve been in love with him since before I even knew what that was. He’s the only guy who ever got under my skin. It’s not a secret. Hell, even Adam knows how I get when Cole’s around. My dad just thinks it’s harmless.”

“Is it?” Summer shot back. “You know he’s been with both of us, right? Like, within twelve hours of each other?”

Kylie grinned, almost admiring. “I do now. I kinda guessed. I’m not mad. I mean, fuck, if I didn’t know how hot it is between you two, I might be jealous. But I see the way he looks at you. It’s wild. Like he’s afraid he’ll never have enough.”

Summer relaxed, just a hair. “That’s how I feel. Like nothing’s ever enough when we’re together. Every time he fucks me, I want him more.”

Kylie turned, finally looking up. “So why’re we acting like enemies? He’s not gonna pick one over the other. That’s not even his style.”

Summer bit her lip, thinking. “Maybe it’s competition. Maybe we don’t know how to share.”

Kylie laughed. “Maybe we should try. See what happens.”

A silence fell, less heavy now, more electric.

Summer stretched her legs out. “You ever wonder what he wants?”

Kylie nodded, slow and thoughtful. “All the time. Sometimes I think he wants to be chased. Sometimes I think he wants to be the only thing that matters.”

“I think he wants both,” Summer mused. “To be the boss, but also to have us fighting over him. Makes him feel alive.”

Kylie’s voice dropped. “You ever feel like you’d do anything to make him happy?”

Summer grinned, wicked and raw. “That’s the only thing I ever feel.”

They let it hang. Then, as if choreographed, they both looked back toward the cove, toward the rest of the crew, toward me, perched up at the edge of the beach with a cold drink in hand and my eyes glued to the show.

They saw me watching, and instead of flinching, they smirked in unison.

A truce, forged and sealed right there.

They made their way down the rocks, hips swinging, step in step. By the time they hit the sand, all trace of old rivalry had vanished. Instead, there was a new edge, hungry, curious, less like predators and more like co-conspirators.

Nobody else seemed to notice. Brooke was too busy tacking the dinghy through the off-shore breeze, drawing shouts of “Go for it!” from Adam and Mark. Emma poured iced tea into glass tumblers, while Lila fanned out cheese and fresh fruit, humming under her breath. Tessa sketched the scene with soft, looping words, hair blowing wild in the rising wind. Evan trailed a line of seawater and stories as he rejoined the picnic, his hands full of tide-pool treasures for the girls to examine.

Only I caught the glance the girls tossed my way. Only I felt the jolt of adrenaline as Summer brushed her fingers through Kylie's hair just for a second, their bodies leaning together in shared, secret laughter.

When they rejoined the group, the cove felt different.

Not calmer, never that, but sharper, more charged. The air buzzed with the promise of escalation, of something wild and uncharted waiting just over the next wave.

The rest of the crew settled onto blankets, plates loaded, drinks poured, the laughter loud and easy. Even Adam and Mark took a break, the business momentarily on hold as they drank in the peace of a job well done.

But at the edge of the spread, Kylie and Summer perched together, legs nearly touching, their glances darting my way every few seconds. The rivalry wasn’t gone, it had just mutated, transformed from cutthroat competition to an alliance built on mutual obsession.

For a second, I wondered if I was in over my head.

Then Summer winked at me, and Kylie licked sugar off her thumb, slow, deliberate, and all my doubts dissolved.

This was what the sponsor could never bottle. The raw, impossible chemistry of women who refused to settle. The thrill of never knowing who would make the next move.

We lingered in that cove for hours, basking in the sun, in each other, and in the knowledge that the game had just changed forever.

When we finally piled back onto the dinghy, the truce held. The girls even laughed together, heads bent, hair tangled, Summer’s gold and Kylie’s caramel a perfect, swirling mess of blonde.

For the first time, I realized it might just work.

Not the fantasy. Not the harem shit. The real thing: a raw, honest, balls-to-the-wall partnership built on mutual respect, hunger, and the refusal to let go.

I didn’t know where it would end.

But I knew, for damn sure, I didn’t want it to stop.

Not ever.

***

Some men spent their evenings with whiskey and regrets. I preferred the hush of the navigation lounge, a fresh set of charts, and the whole of Grenada glittering through curved glass like a thousand little promises waiting to be broken.

Tonight, the city was a dark velvet bowl studded with fire. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, I could see the hillsides lit up in jagged spines, streetlamps trickling down into the harbor, every color reflected and doubled on the ink-black water. Inside, the only light was the soft amber glow from the table lamp, the gold edges of my navigation folder, and the cold shine of the next day’s waypoints blinking on my laptop.

I’d closed the door behind me, not expecting company. If the crew was plotting more drama, I wasn’t in the mood for it. For once, I just wanted to drift, to let the engine of my brain unwind to neutral and pick a heading that didn’t feel like a disaster waiting to happen.

I’d barely run the numbers for St. Vincent when I heard the faintest creak from the main corridor.

I didn’t turn. Didn’t have to. The scent announced her before anything else, sun, salt, the ghost of yesterday’s sweat and sex still clinging to her skin. Summer padded in on bare feet, the hem of her sundress barely skimming her thighs, the thin cotton all but transparent in the low amber light. She had that look, hungry, mischievous, every line of her body promising trouble.

She didn’t say a word at first. Just drifted to the curved bench across from me, planted herself there, and watched, like a cat deciding whether to pounce.

After a beat, she grinned, all teeth and sin. “You look lonely, Captain Daddy.”

The phrase hit me like a voltage spike, straight to the base of my cock. I coughed, tried to play it cool. “If I am, it’s only because a certain crew member wears me out every time I try to keep up.”

Her eyes went wide, mock innocent. “Is that a complaint?” She stretched, making the dress ride even higher. “Because I could make it up to you. All night long.”

I didn’t answer. I just let my eyes eat her alive. In the lounge’s half-light, the soft curves of her body blurred the line between dream and memory, her golden skin almost glowing against the white of the dress. The nipples were hard, dark shadows pressing through cotton, and her hair looked wilder than ever, tumbling in sun-bleached waves over her slender shoulders.

She waited, savoring the moment. Then she slid off the bench, crossed the room, and perched on the arm of my chair, so close I could feel her heat.

She whispered, low and sweet, right in my ear: “You know you missed me.”

I swallowed, throat dry. “Maybe I did.”

Summer’s hand found the back of my neck, fingers playing with the hair there. She drew lazy patterns on my skin, eyes locked on mine. “You’re not allowed to hide from me, Captain. Not ever.” She punctuated it with a soft, wet kiss behind my ear, a move guaranteed to break my will.

Before I could answer, another presence filled the doorway.

Kylie.

She wore it like armor: tiny, paint-stripped shorts, cropped white top clinging to her rack, abs hard and tan and looking so fuckable it hurt to even glance her way. Her hair was pulled up in a messy bun, but a few wild curls escaped, framing her hungry, predatory eyes.

She paused just a second, clocking the situation. Instead of tension, an electric charge flickered across her face.

“Hope I’m not interrupting,” Kylie said, tone playful but sharp.

Summer laughed, rolling her shoulders like she was showing off her trophy. “Not at all. In fact, we were just getting started.”

Kylie strolled in, hips swinging, cocky as ever. She planted herself across my knee, opposite Summer, her thigh sliding tight against my own. “Good. Because some things are better with an audience.”

The turf war I expected never came. Instead, the two of them exchanged a single, loaded glance.

Summer broke the silence. “We’ve been talking, Cole. About this. Us.” She gestured at the triangle we’d formed, mouths close enough to share a breath. “We know you’re not exactly a one-woman man.”

Kylie picked it up, voice lower, almost vulnerable. “We’re not mad. Not even a little. If anything, it just makes us want you more. So… we thought we’d find out what sharing you actually feels like.”

Summer nodded, licking her lips. “Tonight. Right now. No rules. Just us.”

The floor dropped out from under me.

I found my voice, thick and shaky. “You sure you want to—”

Kylie didn’t even let me finish. She kissed me. Hard. Fast. Her tongue drove straight past my defenses, her hands already finding the hem of my shirt, hauling it up and off in one motion. My body went instantly electric, every nerve ending alive.

Summer wasn’t content to watch. She leaned in, capturing my other cheek, teeth scraping my jaw before her mouth crashed into my own. For a minute, I was lost, two mouths, four hands, bodies pressed tight from both sides.

They devoured me. Summer’s hands roamed my chest, nails raking lightly in ways that made my skin jump. Kylie ground her ass into my lap, the way she moved leaving zero doubt she wanted to ride me right here, right now.

Their teamwork was filthy. Efficient. They undressed me. First the shirt, then the shorts, Kylie tugging at my waistband with little growls, Summer giggling as she yanked my briefs down and freed my cock.

I was already hard, so hard it hurt. Summer wrapped her hand around the shaft, stroking slow, deliberate, teasing the head with her thumb. Kylie bit her lip, eyes glued to my cock, and whispered, “Look at that. Bet you missed this, baby.”

Summer didn’t wait for permission. She dropped to her knees in front of me, the sundress falling open to reveal her tanned, naked body underneath. She looked like a goddess, petite, perfect, every inch lacquered in moonlight. She licked a stripe up my cock, then sucked the head with a hunger that bordered on wild.

Kylie knelt beside her, not to be outdone. She smirked, then took the base, mouthing along the shaft before swallowing it down half-way, cheeks hollowed, tongue working the underside.

For a moment, I just watched, the contrast of their bodies so sharp it was almost blinding. Summer, small and golden, her lips stretched around my cock, blue eyes fluttering up with every stroke. Kylie, tall, caramel-skinned, her face a mask of pure, savage lust, hands working in sync with Summer’s mouth.

They started to trade off, long, greedy sucks, lips meeting at the tip, tongues sparring over who got the next taste. Sometimes Summer would deep-throat, gagging sweetly as tears ran down her cheek, while Kylie jacked the shaft and guided her rhythm. Sometimes Kylie would go for broke, taking me to the root, her tits jiggling every time she bobbed, while Summer licked and nibbled the sensitive base.

Watching them together was pure porn. Sweat broke on my neck, my balls pulled tight, and every second was a razor’s edge between blacking out and blowing.

“Fuck, you two are going to ruin me,” I groaned.

Kylie looked up, face wet, lips swollen. “That’s the plan, Captain.”

She shoved Summer sideways and straddled my lap, guiding my cock between her slick—soaked folds. No panties, barely any restraint. She hovered, eyes burning, then eased down on the shaft, taking every inch inside her hot, greedy pussy.

The sensation wrecked me. Kylie was tight, fit, every muscle working to milk my cock in a way that left nothing in doubt: she wanted to obliterate the memory of every other woman I’d ever had.

She rode me in full view, bouncing in short, fast snaps, her D-cup tits flying in every direction, sweat beading at the edge of her bra top before she ripped it over her head and tossed it aside. Now it was just skin-gold, tan, perfect, and her hard nipples, begging to be bitten.

She slammed down, driving my cock deeper, harder, faster. Sometimes she’d lift up, balls almost exposed, then crash down, burying me to the hilt. The shock of pleasure was so violent I almost lost it then and there.

Meanwhile, Summer wasn’t idle. She watched, jilling herself, two fingers gliding in and out of her soaking pussy, hair flying as she moaned encouragements. Every few seconds, she’d snake a hand up to knead her tit, pinching the nipple and sending ripples through her whole tiny frame.

Kylie was a force. She bounced, every motion sending her tits clapping together, sweat flicking onto my chest as her ass pounded into my lap.

“Yeah, you like that? Like watching us fight over your cock?” she panted.

“Love it,” I managed. “Keep going, don’t stop—”

“Not planning to.”

She rode me to the edge, gripped my shoulders, then threw her head back and howled, pussy clutching me so tight I thought I might break. The orgasm overtook her, muscles trembling, body locked, tits quivering above me as every nerve ending fired at once.

The second she started to come down, Summer pounced.

She shoved Kylie off with a laugh, then climbed onto my lap, straddling me like she was born for it. The sundress was gone, her whole body naked and slick, glowing in the ambient light.

She grabbed my cock and lined it up, then sank down with a shuddering sigh. Her pussy was molten—wet, tight, rippling from the aftershocks of watching Kylie go at it.

“God, you fill me up every time,” she murmured.

She began to ride, not rough, but slow, sensual, every roll of her hips grinding her clit into the root of my shaft. Her tits bounced with the motion, perfect D-cups, nipples nearly purple from how hard they were. She brought my hands up to cup them, squeezing until the flesh bulged between my fingers, then leaned forward, offering her chest to my mouth.

I sucked one nipple, then the other, biting, licking, marking her as mine.

Below, her pussy coaxed and milked my cock, the fit so perfect it made my vision blur.

Kylie recovered quick. She joined from behind, pressing her body to Summer’s back, hands roaming, mouth nibbling at Summer’s ear. They made out over me, tongues tangled, breasts mashed together, sweat and hair and heat fusing them into one wild, impossible fantasy.

Kylie reached around and began teasing Summer’s clit, working it in perfect rhythm with my thrusts.

Summer lost it. She bucked, the orgasm overtaking her, pussy spasming tight around me, her cries echoing off the glass walls.

Kylie kept rubbing, fingers never letting up. Summer thrashed in my lap, tits bouncing, nails digging into my shoulders as she rode out every aftershock.

When she finally slumped, dazed, Kylie took her place again.

She straddled my thighs, guiding my cock between her tits, barely bothering to catch her breath. Then Summer joined in, kneeling at my side, pressing her own breasts around the shaft, so that my cock was sandwiched between four perfect, sweat-slicked mounds, each bounce of their bodies turning my brain to pure static.

They smothered my shaft together, up and down, slow at first, then fast.

Summer flicked her tongue over the head every time it crested, while Kylie squeezed her breasts so tight around me it almost hurt.

I could barely think. I could barely see.

At the exact instant the world narrowed to a single atomic lattice vibrating on the edge of breaking, Kylie leaned over and kissed Summer.

It was a hungry, fractal collision: tongue on tongue, lips on lips, wet and greedy and absolutely shameless, a weaponized act of solidarity and rivalry right over the pulsing head of my cock. Both their hands squeezed together, each fighting to claim me, and the friction sent a white-hot shock straight up my spine.

I detonated.

The first jet of cum spattered across Kylie’s chest, a thick arc that splashed her collarbone and painted her nipple. The next splashed Summer right between her breasts, trickling down in glossy streaks over her sun-bronzed skin. Then both women mashed together, the two sets of perfect tits merging into a singular, undulating cleavage, and I came again, harder somehow, the last wave of pleasure almost painful as it ripped through my body, leaving me underwater and gasping.

They milked me for every drop, never breaking the rhythm, never breaking the kiss. Their hands stroked and torqued, expertly calibrated, each motion sending a ripple through my cock until the last bead of cum oozed onto their fingers.

For a moment, I was blind. I could only feel: the burn in my thighs, the twitching in my cock, the sticky heat congealing between our bodies. I drifted in that void, gutted and whole at the same time.

But they weren’t done.

Kylie drew her hand up, sticky with my cum, and smeared it over Summer’s breast, painting lazy circles around her nipple. Summer giggled, then countered by dragging her own fingers up Kylie’s chest, scooping a glob straight off her skin before licking it clean. The sight of them, faces shining and smeared and absolutely feral, kept me half-hard even as my body went limp.

They turned their attention to me together, double-teaming the afterglow. Summer knelt between my legs, her eyes locked on mine as she licked a stripe up the underside of my shaft, savoring every inch, while Kylie straddled my lap and ran her tongue along my collarbone, biting and tasting and marking me as hers.

When Summer reached the tip, she flicked her tongue along the slit, collecting all the leftover salt and musk, then shared it with Kylie in a slow, filthy kiss that left both of them sighing. They made out over my spent cock, their hands tangled in each other’s hair, while my head lolled back against the cushion and I tried to remember my own name.

Finally, Summer crawled up beside me, smearing the last streak of cum across my stomach, then curled into my side, her cheek resting on my chest. Kylie, not to be outdone, flopped across my other side, propping her chin on my shoulder and tracing patterns through the mess on my midsection.

We lay there entangled, sticky, and fucked raw while tiny tremors of pleasure shivered through all of us. The only sounds were the soft clicks of the hull and the gentle, satisfied exhalations of three people who had just obliterated every boundary.

For a long time, nobody talked.

Summer stretched out against my chest, hair wild, sticky lines of cum tracing her torso. Kylie spooned at my back, her own chest glazed and gorgeous, her hands roaming absently over my muscles as she caught her breath.

God, the smell. Sex, sweat, the sharp-sweet bite of island air curling through the open vent. My vision blurred. The afterglow was a living thing, pulsing through us on every breath.

I tried to find words. None came.

Summer beat me to it.

“We just broke you,” she whispered, giggling, forehead pressed to my collarbone. “Didn’t think that was possible.”

Kylie kissed my shoulder. “Admit it. You love it.”

I did. More than anything, I fucking loved it. “You absolutely know I do. You two are unreal.”

I tipped my head back, let it all wash over me, regret, hope, the messy stew of jealousy and lust and honest connection.

“We can do this, right?” Summer asked, voice quieter now. “All of us, together?”

Kylie laced her fingers with Summer’s, holding tight. “I want it,” she said. “Us. Together. No more secrets.”

I exhaled, slow and shaky. “I want it, too.”

Three bodies, tangled. Four sets of hands. Sweat, cum, and the promise that maybe, just maybe, the future was going to be bigger, bolder, and way more beautiful than I’d ever dared to dream.

We lay there, not moving, not even trying to pretend we were anything but exactly what we were.

The city lights kept twinkling outside, Grenada shining on.

In the lounge, in the dark, we let ourselves belong to the hunger, to each other, to a wild, impossible happiness that made every other sin worth it.

This was evolution.

This was messy, and perfect, and true.

And I knew: nothing would ever be the same again.


Chapter twelve
Truth in Motion


Istood at the helm as dawn stretched gold fingers across the water, painting the decks in shimmering patterns that dared you to believe only in beauty. True North glided through the glassy blue like she owned every inch, the hull slicing soundlessly, every compass bearing exactly where I’d set it.

From where I stood, the whole world looked clean, controlled, at peace.

Inside my chest, it was bedlam.

My hands gripped the wheel tighter than necessary, fighting to keep them steady. I could still feel the ache under my skin, echoes of Summer’s nails biting my shoulder, Kylie's thighs clamped around my hips, sweat and salt and the sharp metallic taste of drinking two women in the same breath. My body throbbed with memory. Tangled limbs, guttural moans, the wildness in those blue and gold eyes as they devoured me, then drifted off together in a sticky, tangled knot.

My brain was no better. It chased images down every corridor: Kylie’s hands stroking me with single-minded hunger, Summer’s voice in my ear, both of them giggling over who’d marked me worse before they kissed the bruise goodnight. The raw need, the confessions that had poured between us, the final, exhausted collapse. It looped, unstoppable.

From the bridge I could see the endless blue, so perfect you’d never guess what happened behind locked doors at midnight. The ocean was always honest; the man at the wheel, less so.

I pulled air into my lungs, bracing for whatever the next minute demanded.

Footsteps behind me. That old, familiar shuffle of two men who’d seen more sunrises than anyone ought to admit.

Adam came up first, his laugh carrying ahead of him, followed by Mark’s precise, measured stride. They looked like a matched set: stubble, sunburn, faded polos already clinging with the start of sweat. The best friends a guy could ask for if they could ignore the fact that I’d torn through every line of trust they’d ever handed me.

“Captain, you run this boat any tighter and she’s gonna start giving the rest of us performance anxiety,” Adam said, ducking under the shade of the canopy and tossing a friendly jab at my shoulder.

“You want anxiety, try bringing her in sideways at seventy knots with a busted thruster motor,” I shot back. My voice sounded fine. Hell, I even managed a laugh.

Mark scanned the gauges, eyes hawk-sharp even at first light. “Everything in spec?” he asked, always business.

“Running smooth. Best fuel numbers I’ve ever logged,” I confirmed. Even now, I could reel off the stats without thinking. Anything to keep my brain away from the real disaster.

Adam whistled, hands on his hips. “Pearson is going to flip when he sees the updated logs. Not to mention Kylie’s channel. She went viral again overnight. Did you see her numbers? One point three million. It’s like the entire internet is stalking this boat.”

I shrugged, focusing on the horizon. “She’s got talent. That and a sixth sense for when to start filming.” I didn’t admit that I’d been the main feature in a whole different kind of private show six hours ago.

Mark leaned against the bulkhead, arms folded. “Sponsors are sniffing around even harder. Several want us to start pushing more ‘authentic content’, you know, crew life, not just the pretty faces. There’s buzz about adding a documentary crew once we hit the main leg of the circumnavigation. Full access. Round-the-clock coverage.”

The words dropped like a boulder into my gut.

I kept my tone neutral. “That’s going to change the privacy game. No more winging it on the fly. You let a dozen videographers loose below deck, you’d better hope the crew can play nice.”

Adam grinned, missing every edge of meaning. “Already ahead of you, Cap. Kylie and Lila have a ‘no-meltdown’ clause drafted for the guest media. Only the good stuff gets aired, or Pearson doesn’t get paid. But man, think about what this could do for the brand. The right edit, the right influencers, and we’re not just talking Yachting Monthly. I mean the kind of buzz that gets Netflix calling.”

I heard it, nodding. On the outside, I looked calm. Underneath, my knuckles were going bone-white on the wheel.

If even a tenth of what happened last night made it to video, this ship wouldn’t just go down, it would detonate.

The men kept going, oblivious.

“Mark, did you see the chart on female followers? It’s insane. We pull in Kylie, Summer, and Brooke for a sunrise interview and the numbers triple every time. I’m telling you, the sponsors are onto something. Our crew’s the secret sauce,” Adam said.

Mark’s mouth twitched, half a smile. “Efficiency matters. But the girls are the show. Just keep them out of real trouble, and we’ll all walk away rich.”

I bit back a dark laugh.

Try telling that to the part of my brain still replaying Summer’s lips around my cock, or Kylie’s wild cry as she rode me into oblivion.

Adam moved closer, voice dropping a little, conspiratorial. “The only tiny hiccup is a few of the sponsors got wind of the Chase drama in St. Lucia. They want a proactive plan in case another boyfriend or camera-happy ex tries to stir the pot. I told them you’d handle it.”

I fixed them with my best Captain face, steady, reliable, not the guy who’d just doubled the yacht’s risk profile in under twelve hours.

“Nobody’s getting on board without my say-so. You want a controlled environment? Give me the checklist and I’ll keep it locked down.” I planted both hands flat on the wheel and forced my breath back to slow.

Mark gave a single, approving nod. “Affirmative. I trust you.”

He had no idea. If he did, he’d have stripped my stripes and tossed me in the drink by now.

Adam rapped the console, satisfied. “Good. That’s handled. Now, onto the real business. You coming down for breakfast, or you pulling bridge watch like some kind of cartoon hardass?”

I managed a real grin. “Give me fifteen, I want to hand off to Brooke. She’s running the next lesson, and I plan to make her earn her stripes.”

Adam’s eyes sparkled. “She’s ready, Cole. More than ready. That kid is scary smart. If you don’t keep her challenged, she’ll start running circles around you.”

I nodded, pride and guilt weaving through my veins like smoke.

Mark straightened, already prepping for his next twenty tasks. “After breakfast, we review winds and prep for the sponsor call. With numbers like this, we’re ahead of every projected metric. We keep the edge, we keep the pipeline humming.”

It was a simple recipe: keep the boat humming, keep the crew drama off the radar, and never let the heart of the operation, me, miss a beat.

Even if part of that heart felt like it was about to collapse under its own weight.

Adam and Mark signed off with the ease of men who didn’t have a secret to their name. They elbowed and wisecracked their way down the steps, talking about eggs, rum, and maybe scoring a few minutes of downtime before the next crisis.

The moment they vanished, I sagged against the console.

My hands trembled, just a twitch, but I felt it all the way down. Maybe it was adrenaline, maybe it was the fallout from last night, but I had to stare at my own reflection in the glass for a long time before I trusted myself to breathe properly.

The horizon was a blue thread, endless and silent.

I let the guilt simmer. There was no point trying to outrun it. Hell, if the ocean taught you anything, it was that the past caught up every single time, no matter how slick you thought you were.

Last night was still burned into my body, the taste of Summer, the way her laughter curled through the leftovers of a scream, the shimmer of tears on Kylie's cheek after I’d told her I loved her. You couldn’t scrub that shit away, not with a thousand miles of salt water.

And the worst part, it didn’t even feel wrong in the moment. Only in the aftermath, with the engines dialed back to neutral and the promises echoing in my skull.

I raked a hand through my hair, feeling the sweat and sleep deprivation catch up at last.

There was still work to do, always, but for this one minute, I let the ache settle.

The yacht ran perfect, the world stretched out sharp and bright, and I was alone at the wheel, every secret mine, at least until the next storm.

That was the life. The trade-off, the cost.

You never got the dream without paying the price.

Out there, the sea just watched, patient and wide as the world. She didn’t care who you’d fucked or who you’d hurt. She only cared that you kept the line straight, and never let yourself get lazy.

I watched the sun climb higher, burning the edge off my shame.

Soon enough, the world would want more from me. More lessons, more fixes, more steady hand on the tiller.

But right now, I was just a man at the helm, afloat in a paradise I could never truly own.

I let the moment last as long as it could.

Then, with one final breath, I set my jaw and prepped for the next round.

Because on True North, the only rule was to keep going—no matter how bad you wanted to hide.

***

The moment the sun finished burning the dew off the deck, Brooke was there, poised, perfect, and already rocking a tank top and shorts that could’ve passed for a runway show. Gone was the high-strung Ice Princess who used to triple-check her work; in her place was a woman who met my eyes with cool, collected intent and a smile that said she belonged at the helm.

If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought she’d been born there.

“You ready for round two?” I asked, rolling out the manual navigation set, old-school plotter, protractor, and a chart that still had last night’s pencil smears on the corners.

Brooke didn’t miss a beat. She snatched up her notebook and squared her stance at the console, the wind tugging a few rogue strands of platinum blonde loose from her ponytail.

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” she replied, voice crisp. “Bring on the curveballs.”

I walked her through the rundown, careful to use every technical distraction I could conjure. Each step was like a life raft for my racing brain, dead reckoning, cross-bearings, how to read a shadow on the horizon and tell if the current was about to turn against you.

Brooke handled it all like a pro. She aligned the chart, corrected for wind, then double-checked the GPS overlay without even glancing at her notes. Her fingers moved deliberately across the wheel. She trimmed speed, adjusted heading, and called out every course change before I prompted her.

“You’ve got natural instincts for this,” I said, meaning it more than I meant most things. “Half the junior deckhands I trained in the Med couldn’t hold a candle to you, Brooke.”

The words made her pause, just a flicker, just long enough for the pride to break through. I caught the edge of her smile as she tweaked the wheel and marked another fix on the chart.

“I like the challenge,” she said. “You never know what the ocean’s thinking. It keeps you honest.”

From the midships sunpad, Tessa watched close, notebook open, thighs tucked up beneath her, the pen tapping a silent Morse code on the battered cover. Every time Brooke called a new position, Tessa glanced from the log to the woman at the wheel, as if recording both the facts and the style.

I upped the ante.

“Current’s swinging south. If we don’t compensate, we miss the cut by a half mile and the approach gets ugly. What’s your move?”

Brooke didn’t even flinch. “Correct course five degrees port, watch for lateral slip, and monitor the flags for wind shifts. I’d check depth every minute, just in case the bottom rises faster than expected.”

She executed the maneuver, her hands confident, every move deliberate.

I stole a glance at Tessa. She’d paused in her writing, green eyes fixed on Brooke, a tiny smile curling her lips. Clearly, she saw the drama in it, the baton pass, the teacher handing control to the student.

We ran the drill again, then again. Every time, Brooke took the challenge and made it look effortless.

When a rogue gust shoved us a little off axis, she caught the error and corrected before I could even open my mouth.

My chest lit up, adrenaline and pride mixing in a way I hadn’t felt since the early days of the Miami build. Screw the guilt; for a minute, all I wanted was to bask in the satisfaction of seeing her crush it.

“You’re nailing this,” I said, probably sounding too pleased.

Brooke set the wheel, locked in her next vector, then turned, the confidence shining. “Think I’m ready for the real thing?”

“Take her,” I replied, stepping aside and folding my arms. “You’ve got the helm. Don’t let her boss you around.”

She grinned, all fire and zero doubt, then drove the next sequence like a seasoned captain, calling out every input and logging every shift.

I let myself lean back, arms crossed, watching her run the show. Tessa scribbled like she was trying to catch every beat, every muscle memory and micro-glance between us. For once, there was no storm to weather—just a crew member crushing it, and me, the teacher, soaking up the win.

The horizon was still endless, and the guilt still pulsed below the surface. But with Brooke at the wheel, just for this hour, True North felt like the luckiest boat on the water.

I gave her a thumbs up. “Keep it steady. You’ve earned the right to call the shots.”

She flashed a full, genuine smile—the kind that dared you not to root for her.

“Thanks, Cap. I won’t let you down.”

I believed her.

***

I parked myself on the upper deck, letting the trade winds work the sweat from my skin and the guilt from my bones. The chaos of the last twenty-four hours simmered just below the surface, memories of last night’s debauchery, the high of Brooke’s win at the helm, and the ache of knowing I’d crossed lines that could never be uncrossed.

All I wanted was a minute to zone out, watch the world roll by, and maybe remember how to breathe.

That’s when I heard the shuffle of bare feet on teak.

Tessa popped into view, green eyes uncertain but sparkling, her notebook already open and a pen tucked behind one ear. She looked like some mythical sprite who’d wandered out of a Hemingway story, bare shoulders, sundress flapping, hair alive with sea breeze.

She paused, shy yet determined.

“Captain Everett?” Her voice was soft, but there was steel behind it. “You said, last week, that I could interview you. For the essays I’m writing.”

I stalled, searching for any excuse, but she just plowed ahead, the kind of gentle persistence that made saying no impossible.

“Now’s fine,” I said, waving her to the chair across from mine.

She settled, cross-legged, balancing the notebook on her thigh. For a second, we just sat there in the hush, only the slap of waves and the thrum of engines marking time.

Tessa cleared her throat. “This is for my series on purpose and passion. I’ve… I’ve been trying to figure out what drives people to rebuild after everything changes. I want to get beyond the Instagram version. So. What does purpose mean to you?”

Damn. She wasn’t pulling punches.

I leaned back, thinking. “You want the pretty answer, or the truth?”

She grinned. “Definitely the truth.”

So I gave it to her. “Recently, purpose feels like whatever gets me through the day without letting the crew down. Being the reason everything runs right, even if my own life’s a dumpster fire behind the scenes. Out here, the ocean doesn’t care about your history. She’ll take you, or she’ll drown you. I guess… I like that clarity.”

Tessa scribbled notes, then looked up. “Some people say the sea swallows their problems, but you always seem more—anchored. Why?”

I shrugged. “Because on land, I always felt like I was trying to be somebody else's version of a good man. Husband, CEO. Out here, you screw up, people drown. That’s real. Maybe I’m addicted to the honesty of it.”

She nodded, writing faster. “You mentioned, last week, about starting over. How did you do it? After your divorce?”

My chest tightened. I wasn’t ready for that one, but she waited, patient as a priest at confession.

“It broke me,” I replied, voice rough. “Not because I lost her. But because I realized I’d been measuring my life in numbers and perfect metrics, not in meaning. The day the papers were signed, I stood on the dock and felt like I’d been hollowed out. But then I got back on a boat. The way the old rhythms came back, it was like the only map I could trust. Out here, you make small course corrections. Eventually, you find your way again.”

Tessa’s gaze pinned me. “So is that what this voyage is? A map to something else?”

I almost laughed. “Maybe it’s just a way to prove I’m still worth the trust these people put in me. Or maybe I’m still running. Sometimes I wonder if you ever really stop.”

She leaned in, pen forgotten for a second. “When do you feel most alive? When does the noise in your head actually go quiet?”

The question sucker-punched me.

I hesitated, but honesty had already won the day. “When I’m out of sight of shore. When there’s nothing to guide you but the sun and the stars, and your gut. I think, sometimes, you need to lose sight of land to figure out where you’re supposed to go.”

Tessa’s eyes flickered, softer now. “That’s going in the essay, by the way.”

“Be my guest,” I said, feeling the weight on my chest shift, lighter, maybe, or just rearranged.

She drew her legs up, hugging her knees. “Do you think people get more than one shot at rebuilding? Or are we all just fated to repeat our best and worst choices?”

I wanted to deflect, but she’d earned better.

“I think every time you wipe out, the ocean asks if you’re dumb enough to try again. I used to think failure was the end. Now? I think it’s just another way to figure out who you really are.”

“I like that,” Tessa said. “That failure isn’t fatal. That the unknown is its own kind of rebirth.”

The deck went quiet, save for the whistle of wind and a seagull screaming off the bow.

She flipped her notebook shut, face thoughtful. “Thank you for being real. Not everyone answers the hard ones.”

I shrugged. “If you can’t be honest on the water, when can you?”

She gave me a look, intense, almost x-ray. Like she saw through every bluff I’d ever thrown up, but was too kind to call me out.

Tessa stood, notebook pressed to her chest. “You’re a better teacher than you know, Cole.”

For a heartbeat, we just looked at each other. The words left me halfway undone, but also seen. Understood, in a way that had nothing to do with sex, or secrets, or even the past.

She drifted away, back into the sunlight, vanishing down the stairs, her pen already spinning new truths on the next page.

I sat there, hollowed and human, staring at the infinite blue.

***

The engine room on True North never slept. Even anchored in the world’s most tranquil bay, the labyrinth of pipes, wiring, and steel vibrated with a kind of animal energy. For me, it was a church—sanctuary wrapped in diesel and ozone.

I hit the bottom step and found Evan already there, hands deep in the guts of the electrical panel, forehead beaded with sweat despite the roaring AC.

He barely glanced up as I swung through the hatch. “Morning, Captain. Diagnostics flagged a voltage spike on the main inverter, but I think it’s just a loose ground.”

I nodded, grabbing my own set of tools. “Good catch. These new battery banks are touchy. The spec sheets are crap; you have to go by ear and instinct.”

He grinned, a flash of authentic pride cutting through his usual reserve. “I figured you’d say that.”

We worked side by side, him on the relays, me checking the fuel manifold for early leaks. The symphony of clicks, hums, and the occasional curse word created the illusion of peace.

But Evan wasn’t here for small talk.

He broke the silence with a curveball. “Tessa’s been writing about you. A lot. For her essay series.”

I stiffened, running the wrench deeper than intended and damn near stripping the thread.

He didn’t miss it.

“She’s got this whole theory,” Evan said, voice deceptively casual. “That you represent a kind of freedom she never knew existed. The way you make choices. The way you handle pressure. She thinks it’s… authentic.”

I could feel the scrutiny, the boundary being drawn.

“Tessa’s sharp,” I replied, forcing a shrug. “Sees things most people miss. Hell of a writer. Makes me look better on paper than I do in real life.”

Evan grunted, adjusting the multimeter. “She’s always gravitated to older guys. Men who’ve lived. Her father hates it. Says she’s too romantic to see the risks. But maybe that’s why we work. I don’t try to be anything I’m not.”

There it was. Not a threat, not quite a warning, but sure as hell not a peace offering.

I kept my eyes on the manifold, but my brain was white noise.

“I think she’s just curious,” I said, voice as even as I could manage. “Curiosity is how you grow. And you two seem… comfortable. That’s worth more than people admit.”

He tested a breaker, nodded, and kept going. “She’s happier here than I’ve seen her in months. Always writing, always watching. Says you helped her find a new heading.” He flicked a glance my way. “That’s a compliment, by the way. She doesn’t give them out for free.”

I let the moment hang. Tools, wires, numbers, they were easy. This? Not so much.

“Nothing wrong with a fresh start,” I said. “I think everybody needs one every now and then.”

Evan’s knuckles went white on the screwdriver, but his next words were soft. “Just don’t want her getting hurt. Not after everything she’s been through.”

That I understood better than anything.

“I hear you,” I replied. “I care about this crew. I care about her. I’d never—” I stopped, too close to the line.

He nodded, then clicked the panel shut, letting the topic die.

We swept the rest of the check: batteries, pressure, inverter draw. By the last run, the air had eased, professional again.

But the pull never really faded, not even as Evan wiped his hands and reached for the clipboard. “You want a summary of the diagnostics, or just the highlights?”

“Give me both,” I said. “You’ve got a good eye.”

He scribbled notes for my logbook, his expression unreadable.

When he finally left, the hum of the room felt louder than ever.

Underneath, a new layer of tension sizzled, another secret, another tightrope.

I gripped the edge of the workbench, heart pounding.

On this boat, nothing ever ran as smoothly as you wanted.

***

From the captain’s perch, I had a ringside seat as the world turned upside down on the aft deck.

Summer and Kylie had their camera kit spread out like it was game day. Lenses, battery packs, a laptop balanced on the folding table, and enough GoPros to film an episode of Survivor.

But here’s the twist: instead of battling for territory, the way they had since Nassau, they were a two-woman unit. Heads close, hands overlapping as they checked the underwater rig. If one fumbled the cap, the other caught it. The laptop lit their faces with blue light, and every time they replayed a shot, they’d glance at each other, then up at the wheelhouse, at me, like they were sharing the world’s greatest inside joke.

They didn’t just get along; they moved in sync. Smirks, elbow nudges, inside jokes whispered just above the drone of the engines.

It was the kind of truce you didn’t trust at first. The kind born out of shared secrets, not armistice.

I watched, half in awe, half in dread. If they ever decided to turn that energy against me, I might not survive the week.

Emma showed up with a tray of drinks, sparkling passionfruit, condensation running down the sides, a perfect homage to her need for order in the middle of chaos. She slowed as she clocked the new vibe.

She handed out glasses, eyes darting between Summer and Kylie.

When she finally made it up to me, her brow was furrowed deep enough to trap rainwater. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” she asked, voice pitched low for just us. “They’ve been inseparable since yesterday. I don’t know if it’s content strategy or something else, but it feels… different.”

I played it safe, noncommittal. “They work well together. Sometimes a little competition leads to better teamwork.”

Emma shook her head, unconvinced. “Or it’s a storm brewing in disguise. Kylie spent all morning editing Summer’s B-roll, and I overheard them brainstorming a ‘viral push’ for the next sponsor segment. I just hope we’re not about to get blindsided with another feud. The last boyfriend left a mess.”

Her gaze lingered on the girls, lips pressed tight. “You think we should step in?”

I shrugged, tugging at the collar of my shirt. “I think letting them hash it out is smarter than trying to referee. Those two are better at negotiating truce than we give them credit for.”

Emma chewed her lip. “Maybe. I just don’t want to see anyone get hurt.”

Me neither, I thought, but not for the reasons she guessed.

She wandered off, tray in hand, always chasing the next crisis before it broke the surface.

On deck, Summer bumped Kylie’s hip, crooked her finger for a conspiratorial whisper, and both of them cracked up so loud it echoed up the ladders.

They looked up, right at me. For a heartbeat, it felt like the entire boat had shifted on its axis. Not enemies. Not even rivals. Something else.

There was a new energy on True North now, one built on alliance, not conflict.

And I was the gravity at the center, the secret they’d chosen to share.

I watched the two of them, wild and unstoppable, and realized that the rules had changed.

It wasn’t war.

It was evolution.

***

The sunset leaked blood-orange and gold across the deck, every surface shimmering with reflected fire. The air had that syrupy, electric buzz it got just before the sky went black like the universe was holding its breath, waiting for the next disaster or miracle.

I found Summer alone at the bow, cradling the camera rig with the easy confidence of someone born to chase wildness. The wind had caught her dress, plastering it to her curves, hair tangled and shining like spun honey.

She didn’t turn. I watched her count down the seconds, tracking the sun’s last arc, eyes narrowed, locked in on the moment.

It bought me time. Time to rehearse the speech that had chased me all day: the one where I drew the line, kept us both from plowing straight into hell.

When I finally cleared my throat, she set the camera aside and faced me.

“We need to talk about what happened last night,” I said. My voice was rough, more confession than command.

Summer’s mouth curved, equal parts gentle and wicked. “Are you going to tell me it was a mistake, Captain?” She stepped closer, unreadable.

I tried to find my footing. “No. Not a mistake. But it’s complicated. I’m responsible for everyone aboard this yacht, not just for the trip, but for their safety, their reputations, their futures. What we did, what I did, crosses lines that shouldn’t be crossed.”

She went quiet, letting the wind do her talking for a minute.

Then: “Why does that scare you so much? Is it because you don’t trust me, or because you don’t trust yourself?”

The honesty flattened me.

I swallowed, not quite sure how to put the ache into words. “I can’t afford to lose control. Not even for a second. If Adam or Mark found out, if anyone got hurt, it would destroy everything we’ve built.”

She reached out, her fingers finding my forearm, light, but electric.

“I’m not asking for forever,” she said, voice trembling just enough to tell me this mattered more than she let on. “Just don’t pretend this is nothing. I’ve never felt this way, Cole. Not with Chase, not with any guy. It’s like you… see the part of me I keep hidden from everyone else.”

I looked at her, really looked.

Under the gold blur of sunset, she seemed almost fragile. Every barrier gone, every ounce of her hunger and hope right there on her face.

“It scares the hell out of me, too,” I said, admitting it for the first time. “More than any storm or any secret.”

Summer smiled, a flicker of triumph and relief. “So what do we do now?”

I stared past her, out to the edge of the world. “We keep our heads down. Keep the rest of them safe. And maybe we figure it out, one day at a time.”

She moved even closer, the air between us fizzed with possibility. “That’s all I ever wanted. Just to know it was real.”

“It’s real,” I said, voice breaking. “Every goddamn second of it.”

She touched my jaw, softer than a whisper. “Why do you fight so hard to keep your walls up?”

“Because letting them down hurts,” I said. “Because I’m not sure I know how to do it right.”

Summer’s eyes glimmered. “Then let’s get it wrong together.”

She kissed me, slow and fierce, a promise and a challenge. It sent every plan I’d made up in smoke.

We broke apart, both shaking, both wrecked.

I tried again for professionalism, grasping for dignity. “We can’t let the others see. You get that, right? I can’t risk the fallout.”

She nodded, brushing my cheek with her thumb. “I don’t want to break you. I just want to belong to something that feels true.”

I almost laughed, maybe I sobbed, too, at the gravity of it.

“Some boundaries exist for a reason,” I said, trying to convince us both.

She tilted her head, all mischief and fire. “And some boundaries are meant to be crossed, Cole.”

I watched her gather up her camera, hair wild, eyes shining with everything we’d just risked.

She vanished down the deck, leaving me raw, exposed, and more lost than before.

Above, the night fell fast, a clean break, the world split in two.

***

The media room was lit up only by the glow of three monitors, each one looping a different highlight reel. Kylie and Summer underwater, Brooke at the helm, even the fathers hamming it up onshore. Sprawled on the beanbag, dressed in a tank and shorts, Kylie looked like a pagan goddess of caffeine, stubbornness, and viral content.

She didn’t hear me come in. Or she pretended not to.

I closed the door behind me. No one else was getting in on this round.

“About last night—” I started.

She held up a warning finger, not even turning from the screen. “I know what you’re about to say, Cap. That it can’t happen again. That you’re my dad’s best friend, so it’s deeply, deeply inappropriate. That you’re gonna regret screwing me, especially in every position known to man.”

She finally looked over her shoulder. Her eyes were sharp, alive, pulling me in.

“Problem is, I think all of that’s bullshit,” she said.

I crossed my arms, trying to shore myself up. “You don’t think it’s a problem, me and you?”

“I think it’s a problem if you lie about what you want, or if you expect me to pretend I’m still nineteen and don’t know my own head. That’s never been us, Cole. You know it.”

She stood, stretching, sun-bronzed skin gleaming even in the LCD glow. “I want you. I’ve always wanted you. I spent years putting up with boys who bored the hell out of me just to see if anyone could even half measure up.”

She stalked closer, fingers brushing the edge of the desk. “And you know what? I’m not sorry for last night. It felt like the only time I’ve ever been seen for who I actually am, not just a trophy, not just a body. All the fire, all the mess. So don’t insult me by acting like this was just a slip-up.”

My mouth went dry.

“I don’t want to insult you, Ky. I want to protect—”

She cut me off, crowding into my space. “Stop with the White Knight routine. I don’t want protecting. I want respect. I want to be in your head the way you’re in mine.”

“You are,” I said, so raw it scared me. “I can’t get you out. Even when I want to. It’s not just sex. It’s never been just sex.”

Her eyes widened, just a glimpse of vulnerability before the tiger came back. “Then admit it. Admit there’s something real here.”

“Christ, there’s everything here. I care about you, maybe too much. And maybe that terrifies me, because I’ve spent my whole life trying to do the right thing, the responsible thing. I never wanted to be a reason for you to lose your family, or make Adam question if he ever knew me.”

She grinned, slow and dangerous. “Let me worry about my dad. He raised two daughters who know exactly what they want, remember?”

She dropped her voice, softer now: “I’m not asking you to pick sides. I’m just asking you not to run from what’s sitting right in front of you.”

I reached for the counter, needing something to hold onto. “If I wreck this crew, if I hurt you—”

“I’m a big girl. I’m not breakable,” she said, moving so close I could feel the heat of her skin. “I’d rather risk a little pain than wander through life never getting what I want.”

A silence shivered between us, all the tension and all the honesty.

“You’re the only man who’s ever made me feel like I can do anything,” she whispered. “With you, I feel unstoppable. So don’t take that away from me by playing scared.”

She pressed her hand to my chest, directly over my heart. “Tell me you don’t want me, and I’ll walk away. For real. I’ll never bring it up again.”

I shook my head, helpless. “I can’t say that.”

Her smile was pure victory, but laced with relief.

“Didn’t think so,” she said. “So how about we stop pretending we don’t want to set this world on fire?”

For a long time, neither of us moved. The air was thick, no anger, just want. Just truth.

She slid back to her chair and picked up the laptop, casual as anything. “Let me know if you want to help with the B-roll tomorrow. Or anything else.”

I watched her, pulse hammering, knowing the line had vanished for good.

When I finally left the media room, the blood still roared in my ears.

No going back.

Not for her, not for Summer, not for me.


Chapter thirteen
Confessions


The engine room was church at midnight, steel catacombs, every surface glossed in sweat, shadows flicking from the mercy of emergency LEDs overhead. The whole space hummed, pumps thudding in their housings, the generator’s low baritone vibrating up through the soles of my feet. My world shrank to the busted control panel on the starboard relay. Every time I thought I’d nailed the gremlin, the cluster of warning lights would flicker, a split second of blue and red, then darkness again.

I hunched over the panel, elbow-deep in wires, cursing the manufacturer and my own stubborn pride. Nobody but me would have even noticed, the system was triple redundant, nothing catastrophic, just an itch under the skin of an otherwise perfect beast. But I couldn’t let it slide. Not tonight. Not when the sponsors wanted a clean log, and the crew needed a hero they could trust.

The air in here was denser than forgiveness. Ozone, diesel, the faint acid bite of battery acid. My knuckles were raw from brawling with the last jammed connector.

This was the one place nobody ever found me.

Wrong.

A footstep echoed, soft but sure. For a half breath, I thought I was hallucinating.

Then she appeared in the hatch.

Kylie.

She had her phone clutched in a death grip, but the armor was gone. Not a makeup-perfect smile in sight. Her eyes were red, nose a little pink, and she hesitated on the edge of the light like a girl who wasn’t sure if she wanted to run or collapse. Even her hair, usually flawless, content-ready, looked wild, frizzy from tears and humidity. She wore Dolphin shorts and a tee shirt that might have been stolen from my own laundry, sleeves rolled and collar ripped, and her legs, damn, her legs, looked impossibly long in the chilly dark.

She tried for casual. “You, uh, rebooting her brain again, Cap? Or just hiding from us crazy girls?”

Her voice was strained, a hair’s breadth from cracking.

I didn’t look up. “Just chasing a voltage spike. Panel keeps dropping the main bus for no reason. Didn’t figure I’d get caught after dark. Thought the sharks would be out on deck by now.”

Kylie snorted, but her laugh was hollow. “Nah. The real sharks are on WhatsApp. Mom took a break from reality TV to accuse me of ruining the family name again.”

I glanced up. Lightning flashed in the gap where our gazes met.

She shrugged, then crossed the distance, every step careful. As if the metal deck might give way if she let herself be bold.

She perched on the edge of the spare tool chest, careful not to invade my work zone, phone balanced on her knee.

For a minute, I let the hum of the machinery fill the silence.

She watched me strip another wire, hands steady, but her own hands? Trembled so hard, the phone screen glowed with little micro-tremors. She pretended not to care.

“So, is she dying?” Kylie asked, nodding at the panel. “Or just faking it for the drama?”

I made a show of testing the relay. “She’s fine. Just doesn’t like being told she’s replaceable.”

Kylie’s smile flickered, but didn’t stick.

“I get that,” she muttered, voice so soft the pumps nearly swallowed it.

I wanted to let her off the hook, but the pain in her face gutted me.

I set down the wire strippers and rolled my shoulders. “You wanna talk about it, or just need an excuse to hang out in the man cave?”

She fiddled with the hem of her shorts, knuckles white. “Honestly? Didn’t want to go back to my cabin and listen to Tessa and Evan pretend they’re boyfriend and girlfriend or whatever. The air up there is so thick with secrets, you could eat it with a fork. Besides. I always liked watching you work. You’re quieter when you’re focused.”

I could feel her staring at me, searching for something, maybe an anchor, maybe an exit strategy.

“Glad to be your favorite midnight entertainment,” I said, aiming for light.

She barked a laugh, this time real, but it burned out as fast as it sparked.

I risked a closer look.

She wasn’t even trying to play tough anymore. Her posture was curled in, shoulders tight, jaw locked so she wouldn’t shake. Every time her eyes darted to me, they skittered away, zero bravado left.

Something had landed a kill shot and she was bleeding out, even if she tried to style it as just another Tuesday night on the yacht.

I waited her out, just letting the silence build.

Finally, she burst.

“Sorry, Cap. Didn’t mean to crash your zone. Just… Mom called right before and she was in rare form. Said I was embarrassing the family again, that my whole life was a joke, posing half-naked for strangers, and even Adam doesn’t know how to rein me in.” She shrugged, bitter. “Said I’ll never be anything but a punchline when the beauty fades.”

Jesus.

I ran a hand over my jaw. “That’s cold. Even for her.”

Kylie’s hands balled tighter around her phone. “You’d think I’d be numb by now. But it’s like no matter what I do, no trophy, no record, no viral hit, it always comes down to ‘she’s just a body, just a hot mess, just another blonde with nothing in her head but likes and brand deals.’”

The words hung there, ugly and raw.

I jerked my chin toward the flickering panel. “That sound like a dead system to you?”

She managed a crooked smile. “Maybe a little. Just with better legs.”

I laughed, but it hurt. I didn’t know how to fix this. Wires, yes. Wounds, not so much.

She stared down at her lap. “You ever wish you could reset yourself? Like, wipe the logs and start fresh? I do. Every damn day.”

It was all I could do not to drag her into a hug right then. Instead, I kept my voice steady. “If I could do that, I’d have thrown out the hard drive years ago. Trust me. But you don’t need a reset, Kylie. You just need to see what everyone else sees.”

She stiffened. “What’s that? Ass, tits, and bikini shots? The sponsors love those. Mom watches the numbers, Cap. She always has.”

I shook my head. “That’s not all you are, not even close. You’re the smartest operator I’ve ever met. You could run circles around half the execs I’ve worked with. Hell, you built a brand from scratch, and now you’ve got half the world watching your every move.”

She rolled her eyes, but her hands loosened. “Not exactly curing cancer.”

I set my tools down and moved to the edge of the workbench, half a foot from her knees.

“Maybe not. But you know what’s harder than starting a business? Keeping it alive when everyone wants to drag you down. You don’t just survive, Ky. You adapt. Better than anyone I know.”

She sucked in a shaky breath. “I wish Dad saw it that way.”

“Adam’s proud of you,” I said, certain. “He might not say it right, but you light up every damn room you walk into. You make people pay attention. That’s not luck, that’s work.”

Kylie blinked, fighting not to cry again. It almost undid me.

She dropped the phone on the workbench, then pressed her fist to her mouth.

“It messes me up, Cap. Knowing I can run a crew, script a campaign, but at the end of the day, even my own family thinks I’m a walking thirst trap. Like, what if that’s all I am to anyone?”

I didn’t let myself think. I just reached out and hooked her wrist, tugging her toward me.

She froze, startled, then melted as soon as I wrapped my arms around her waist.

She landed on my lap, the familiar D-cup chest pressing against my shoulder, the length of her thighs draping across mine, all that athletic energy suddenly weightless. The illusion of control vanished. She burrowed in, face hidden against my neck.

I stroked her back, slow and easy. “You’re not just a pretty face, Kylie. You’re the engine that runs this whole damn show. You keep the stories alive. You make things happen. If it wasn’t for you, my presentations would put the sponsors to sleep.”

She shook in my grip, maybe fighting tears, maybe just letting the truth crack past the old shields.

“I never told anyone this,” she whispered, voice muffled. “But the reason I work so hard, the reason I try to win every contest, every campaign, is because I used to think maybe one day, you’d notice.”

I tipped her chin up, forcing her to meet my eyes.

Her lashes were wet, but her jaw was set. Even now, fierce, beautiful, and wounded in equal measure.

“For real?” I asked. “You wanted attention from your washed-up captain?”

She sniffled, then giggled. “You’re not washed up, and you know it. You were always the impossible crush, Cole. The guy who could do anything. Fix anything. You used to stand on the deck at those summer parties and just… look so untouchable. Like nobody could hurt you. I wanted to be like that.”

I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You’ve always been enough, Kylie. Hell, you might be the only person who could teach me a thing or two about keeping it together.”

She half-laughed, half-sobbed. “You never looked at me, not really. Not until this year. I was just ‘the wild child.’ The one you had to keep out of trouble.”

I stroked her cheek, the logic circuits in my head sparking out.

“Maybe I was protecting myself,” I said, admitting it. “You always scared the hell out of me. Still do.”

She shifted on my lap, suddenly straddling my thigh, her hands gripping the edge of my shirt. The heat between us snapped from comfort to hunger in a heartbeat.

“So why do you keep pulling away?” Kylie’s voice was pure challenge now, the fight flickering back to life. “You want me. I know you do. Summer saw it before anyone. But every time we get close, you freeze. Like you’re afraid.”

I stiffened, trying to find the brake pedal.

“Kylie, you’re…shit, you’re everything. But I can’t be the guy who ruins your life. Not after everything your dad’s done for—”

She cut me off, finger pressed to my lips.

“I’m not breakable,” she said, fire in her eyes. “You’re not going to ruin me. What would actually kill me is if you pushed me away and told me it was just a phase, or a fuck-up, or whatever you tell yourself to stay safe. Don’t do that, Cole. Not to me.”

A silence charged the whole room. Even the pumps seemed to hold their breath.

She swallowed, then whispered, “If you want me, say it. If you’re done with me, just…let me go. But don’t pretend we don’t burn every time we’re alone together.”

Her hands shook, but she never broke eye contact.

God, she was brave. Bigger than her own wounds. All I could do was match her.

I caught her hand and held it, tight. “I want you, Kylie. Always have. You’re carved into my fucking bones. But once we cross this line, there’s no going back or it will end me.”

She smiled, all relief and wild hope. “I don’t want to go back. Not ever.”

For a second, I just held her, letting the engine room fade away, letting the thump of her heart sync up with mine.

She leaned in, mouth grazing my ear. “This is the real me, Cole. No followers, no filters. Just the girl who’s wanted you since she was old enough to know what it meant.”

I stood, lifting her with me, never breaking contact. Her legs wrapped around my hips, pure muscle, pure intent, but I carried her, not to the cot in the corner, but toward the corridor above.

Behind us, the engine room kept humming. But we’d left the old ghosts behind.

I turned into the dim-lit hallway, her hand locked in mine, both of us breathing harder than made sense.

For maybe the first time, there was nothing left between us but the promise of what came next.

I felt her squeeze my fingers, like she could dare the future to break us.

The only thing that mattered was the next step, and the one after that.

We left the steel and shadows behind, heading for whatever waited beyond the door.

This time, we did it together.

***

We barely made it to the cabin before the need overtook us. My hands shook on the latch, not from nerves but from the pent-up, months-long torture of wanting this woman for more than just sex and being too damn honorable, or too damn scared, to claim her as fully and officially mine.

The captain’s cabin was dark but alive, the only light a soft amber pool from the reading lamp by my bunk. It painted the whole room in intimacy: maps layered on the desk, the old logbook open to the day’s run, a half-dozen photos framed on the shelf. Me, Adam, and Mark younger and dumber; my dad grinning on an ancient fishing boat; my ex-wife blurred out of the background in a way that felt more symbolic than accidental.

Kylie stood in the middle of the space, suddenly unsure, arms crossed over her stomach, legs braced like she thought she might have to fight her own shadow. Her eyes were huge, shining with both hope and terror.

Out in the corridor, the faintest whisper of footsteps, Lila, always the silent guardian, passed by, and then the sound of the engine room hatch thunking shut. She’d done it for me and Summer, now she added Kylie to her list. Did all the girls know about us? Were we the worst kept secret on the boat? Probably.

Lila’s act wasn’t lost on me. She’d bought us privacy, whether out of loyalty or logistics, I was grateful.

For a second, neither of us moved.

Then Kylie broke the spell. “You gonna just stare at me all night, Captain Daddy, or do I need to tackle you myself?”

Her voice wobbled on the pet name, caught between flirty and frightened.

“Summer’s a bad influence,” I told her, the words coming knife-sharp, neatly trimmed and unwavering. I let the accusation hang in the sultry air, watching Kylie react to it.

She giggled, a quick, airy hiccup of sound, and rolled her shoulder in a careless shrug, mischief flickering in her eyes. “Better late than never.” The words tumbled out, soft and breathless, almost like a taunt or challenge.

I closed the gap in three strides.

I caged her face with both hands and kissed her, gentle at first, a question instead of a command. Her lips trembled against mine, but she answered, letting herself open, letting herself be real.

The first touch was all comfort, all relief. I stroked her back, mapping the lines of her shoulders, the dip of her waist, the gentle shiver of muscle under gold-tanned skin. She responded in kind, her own hands skimming my ribs, hesitant, as if she worried I might disappear if she clutched too hard.

“You sure about this?” I whispered into her hair.

She nodded, squeezing her eyes shut. “I’ve never been more sure of anything. When I’m with you, everything else just dissolves away.”

We kissed again, harder, the heat spiraling, every ounce of earlier sadness burning off like fog under a rising sun. This was all us, no cameras, no scripts, no outside world.

I let my hands drift down to the edge of her tee shirt, pausing to make sure I wasn’t moving too fast. When I started to lift it over her head, she arched, eager, arms stretching up to help.

The shirt hit the floor, and the sight of her bare D-cup breasts wrecked me.

God, I never got tired of looking at them. No matter how many times I’d seen those tits, the sight always hit me like a punch in the gut. They were so perfectly shaped, so high and round, hugging her athletic frame like they belonged on a statue, only somehow more real than real. If you told me they were AI generated, I’d almost believe it, but there they were, natural and impossible at the same time.

Her nipples were flushed and hard, standing out against the pale skin. A shiver in the room brought them up even tighter, or maybe it was the way her pulse raced beneath the surface. Either way, the effect was electric: two perfect, proud globes, topped with those eager peaks, showing off everything I wanted.

I cupped them in both hands, reverent, letting the weight of each breast fill my palms. Kylie gasped, then giggled, a sound so sweet and raw it knocked my heart off its axis.

“I love it when you touch me,” she whispered, voice catching as I rolled her nipples between my fingers. “Do you really like them that much?”

I grinned. “Like doesn’t even scratch the surface. These should be on a fucking museum wall, Ky. I could spend a week just getting acquainted.”

Her laughter faded into a moan as I squeezed and teased, circling my tongue around one nipple, then the other, savoring her taste, clean, coconut, the tiniest hint of salt from the tears she’d cried an hour earlier. I sucked her deep, letting her breast fill my whole mouth, and she arched into me, hands digging into my shoulders, desperate to bind us tighter.

Her shorts came off in a single, impatient tug, revealing black lace panties that barely concealed the trimmed gold of her mound. I knelt, peeling them down her thighs, and found her slick with want, already trembling.

“Christ,” I murmured, running my hands up the insides of her thighs, spreading her open. The sight of her perfect, tight little pussy made my cock lurch.

Kylie trembled, not with nerves, but with anticipation. “Don’t just look, Baby. Taste. Please.”

I obliged, dragging the flat of my tongue up her slit, savoring the way her whole body tensed as I found her clit, circling it slow, then fast, never losing eye contact. Her hands plunged into my hair, fingers fisting to anchor herself as I devoured her, tongue and lips working in perfect rhythm until her thighs nearly crushed my head.

She came hard, sharp and brutal, a long, wild cry muffled by the sleeve of her own forearm. Her pussy pulsed, clenching on thin air, slick and sweet and bossy as hell. I licked her clean, slow, then kissed my way up her stomach, her ribs, her breasts, back to her mouth.

She tasted herself on my lips and groaned, “God, you’re killing me, baby. I fucking love you so much it hurts.”

That was my undoing.

I scooped her into my arms and spun her onto the queen-sized bunk, pinning her beneath me, both of us naked now but for the sweat and the history.

She reached for my cock with the practiced confidence of a woman who knew exactly what I liked, her fingers finding that spot just below the head that always made me shudder. "Remember that first night in Emerald Bay?" she whispered, guiding me between her legs. "I still get wet thinking about how you fucked me in the media room. I’d never come so hard." Her eyes locked with mine, full of shared history. "No matter how many times we do this, it never, ever gets old. It only gets better, and it’s because I’m so fucking in love with you."

I leaned in, hunting for Kylie’s lips, and our tongues tangled together, wet and desperate. Then I broke the kiss just long enough to look down at her, our foreheads pressed so tight I could feel her breath shiver against my mouth. She stared at me, those wide eyes glittering with heat, and I couldn’t look away. “I love you too, Kylie. You’re my everything,” I said, letting the words hang between us.

Kylie’s mouth quirked, and she surged up, catching my bottom lip between her teeth, a playful bite that sent a jolt down my spine. She hooked her legs around my thighs, heels gliding slow and teasing along my calves, up and down in a rhythm that pinned me against her. “Make love to me.” The words barely left her lips, soft and broken, more breath than sound.

I braced myself above her, tip pressing to her entrance, teasing her for a heartbeat. I wanted to go slow, make every inch count, but the second I pushed inside, all bets were off.

She was molten, hot, wet, so tight it felt like her body was sculpted for me alone. She nearly ended me before I was all the way inside.

Kylie’s eyes flew wide, lips locked in a perfect ‘O’ as I bottomed out, burying myself deep inside her with a stiff grunt.

She grabbed my face and held me there, refusing to let any barrier creep in.

Her legs wrapped my waist, calves clenching as I started to move.

The rhythm was unhurried, all about connection, not just release. Every thrust was a statement, a promise that I’d never treat her like just another notch, never let her believe she wasn’t enough.

She matched me stroke for stroke, hips grinding, breasts bouncing in my hands, sweat pooling between us. Her hands roamed my neck, my back, my ribs, hungry to memorize every contour.

At the halfway mark, she started chanting pet names, every damn one in Summer’s playbook.

“God, yes, Captain Daddy, fuck me… more, Baby…don’t ever stop… Please, Cole Bear, fill me…”

I obliged, taking her knee and bracing it high, opening her up so I could drive even deeper.

She detonated beneath me, a writhing, electric surge that started in her toes and rippled up, every muscle in her body tightening, every nerve firing in concert. Her pussy clamped around my cock, a velvet vise so relentless I saw stars, my own orgasm hammering through me before I even realized I’d tipped over the edge. There was no easing into it, no measured build; it was pure, volcanic eruption, both of us shattering in perfect unison.

Kylie’s hands, braced against my shoulders, curled into claws, digging crescent moons into my skin, dragging me down so our chests melted together. Her thighs locked around my hips, anchoring me in the inferno of her body. For a second, I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, because she was everywhere, flesh and sweat and wild cries, her heart beating like it was trying to break out of her ribcage. She choked on a sob and bit my collarbone, so hard it left a mark, but I didn’t care. I wanted her to brand me, to make this moment permanent.

I tried to say her name but only managed a strangled moan, the pleasure so white-hot it bordered on agony. She rolled her hips up in frantic, desperate circles, milking every drop from me, her eyes locked to mine, wild and unblinking. There was no artifice left. Every barrier we’d built between us burned away, every old defense liquefied by the heat of what we’d become.

The final thrusts were slower, more desperate, me trying to prolong the connection, her trying to wring every last pulse of sensation out of me. Sweat slicked our bodies, salt stinging my lips as I bent to kiss her, tasting the tears that streaked her cheeks. She kissed me back, open-mouthed and messy, like she was drowning and I was her only oxygen.

I slammed home one last time, burying myself so deep I thought I might never find my way back out. Her walls spasmed and clung, milking my cock with relentless rhythm, and I gave in, moaning into the hollow of her throat as I emptied myself inside her. I came so hard my vision blurred at the edges, all color and sound turning kaleidoscopic. Each pulse of release felt like a confession, a benediction, a promise to never let her go.

Kylie let go of my shoulders long enough to grab my wrists and pin them above her head, flipping our dynamic in a heartbeat. She held me there, breathless and exposed, shaking as she rode out the aftershocks. “You. Are. Mine,” she gasped, voice shredded with emotion, and I nodded, letting her keep me captive, letting her own every piece.

We hung there, suspended in the molten aftermath, clinging to each other like survivors. Her legs finally loosened from around my waist, and I collapsed on top of her, careful not to crush her but unwilling to let go. Her chest heaved under me, every exhale a trembling whimper, every inhale drawing me closer.

I kissed her forehead, her eyelids, the tip of her nose, anywhere I could reach. My spent cock still twitched inside her, refusing to soften, greedy for more even after we’d both been wrung dry. Her pussy pulsed around me, another little ripple, and she giggled through her tears, running her fingers through my hair as if to prove I was really there.

She sobbed my name again, but this time it was soft, a prayer instead of a plea. I whispered back, “I’m here, Ky. I’m right here,” and she shivered, smiling through the wreckage.

We clung together, gasping, every nerve ending buzzing.

I kissed her face, her neck, her chest, tasting her sweat and tears and knowing I’d never want another woman more than her if I lived to be a hundred.

Even after I pulled out, the connection lingered. My cock twitched against her thigh, still leaking, still needy, but softer now, spent but not sorry.

She curled into my chest, hair wild, mouth pressing lazy kisses to my collarbone.

After a while, she whispered, “You know, I fake it a lot. Online. On camera. Even with other guys. But not with you. With you, I never want to be anyone else.”

I stroked her back, letting the words heal what her mother’s call had tried to destroy.

“You’re perfect just like this, Ky. I wouldn’t change a single thing.”

She hugged me tighter. “Do you think it’s crazy, to want this so much? To want you, to want to belong to something that’s actually… real?”

I rolled her so she lay on top of me, both of us still sticky and raw but safe, finally, behind closed doors.

“I’d be more worried if you didn’t,” I said, grinning. “You’re the bravest woman I know. And as of tonight, you’re mine. All in.”

She smiled, slow, sweet, the kind of smile that threatened to make a grown man cry.

“Good. Because I’m never letting you go,” she said.

We stayed that way for a long time, drifting in and out of talk and touch. Sometimes she’d squeeze my cock, just to keep it honest; sometimes I’d run my hand down her back, savoring the way her body fit against mine.

At one point, she traced the scar above my eyebrow and kissed it, a silent promise I could never forgive or forget.

The rest of the world could burn.

In here, it was just Kylie and me, two messes made whole, at last, by hunger, hope, and a little bit of magic.

***

I woke to the feel of Kylie’s hair sprawled across my chest, her breath slow and steady against my skin. The ache between my legs was sweet, the afterglow epic. For the first time in months, there was no gnawing sense of failure, no echo of divorce or regret, just the delicious, impossible truth of what we’d just done.

She stirred, smiled, traced lazy circles across my abs. “You’re not getting rid of me now, baby. Just so you know.”

I squeezed her tighter, letting the silence say what words couldn’t.

Then I heard it. A whisper at the door, a hush of bare feet.

The handle turned. A golden shaft of hallway light, and Summer slipped inside.

She didn’t hesitate. She didn’t flinch. She took in the scene, me, Kylie, rumpled sheets, the whole mess of bodies and emotion, and smiled.

There was nothing predatory in her look this time, nothing territorial. Just raw, sun-bright understanding.

She said nothing. Just hooked her thumbs in the hem of her sundress and let it fall, leaving her gloriously naked, hair wild, eyes sparkling with mischief.

She crossed to the bed, crawled in beside us, and pressed her body against my other side.

Now it was three.

Summer’s skin was still warm from the night, salt, sun, and sweat, her scent mixing with Kylie’s and my own until I couldn’t tell where one stopped and the next started. She draped her leg over mine, her hand splaying across my chest.

She slid under the sheets, her body finding its familiar place against mine. "Missed me?" she murmured, voice soft as the night breeze.

Kylie shifted, making room without letting go of me. "We were just warming up your spot, Sunshine."

Summer's fingers found Kylie's across my chest, their hands linking in that way they'd perfected. "I see that," she said, mouth brushing my jaw. "Started without me again?"

I felt the weight of them both, the perfect balance we'd somehow found, and couldn't help but smile at our beautiful mess.

“That’s okay,” Summer replied, her voice sly and sweet as honey. “Daddy can fuck me after you fall asleep.”

Kylie’s giggle bubbled up, light but helpless; even I couldn’t hold back a low chuckle, the sound humming through the relaxed heat of the room.

I drew them both in, one arm around each. My hands explored, curves, scars, the hot stretch of Summer’s thigh, the silk of Kylie’s ribs. The two girls snuggled closer, trading glances above me, their rivalry now a private game, not a war.

For a long while, we just rested in the nest of tangled limbs.

But there was still truth to say. More than I’d ever dared to admit, even to myself.

I let out a breath. “I’m done pretending. I love you. Both of you. I know it’s madness, and it risks everything, but I’d rather get wrecked by the truth than live another day half-alive.”

The silence was seismic. Then Kylie squeezed my hand, her eyes so bright it hurt.

“I love you too, Cole. I always did. Even if it’s insane.”

Summer kissed my shoulder, then nipped my earlobe. “That’s the sexiest confession I’ve ever heard. You’re not losing us, Captain Daddy. We’re yours.”

I felt something shift. The axis of the world, tilting.

We curled together, three bodies pressed as close as nature allowed.

Kylie’s lips found Summer’s, tentative at first, then bolder. They kissed over me, hands exploring, and I just drank it in, two beautiful women, undressing old wounds and each other at the same time.

Summer straddled my lap, hair falling wild, her breasts swaying as she bent to kiss me. Kylie joined, bodies tangling, skin so hot it felt illegal. They worshiped me, and each other, hungry, free, uninhibited.

No jealousy. No shame.

Just three souls, fused by need and the absolute certainty that this was real, no matter what the world said.

We barely made love at all; it was more like a slow-motion burn, everything languid and honeyed, laughter melting into the mattress with each whispered promise that passed between us.

Summer rode me with a heat that left no doubt, her pussy so tight and molten it felt like I’d lose control in a matter of seconds. Her breath was humid and hot on my ear, her breasts feathering across my chest, sending sparks along my skin. She clamped down, the flutter of her walls a telltale shiver as she crested, her body convulsing with a climax that seemed to leave her weightless.

Groaning, I couldn’t hold back. I erupted hard inside of Summer, stars flaring behind my eyelids as I pumped her full. So much spilled out of me, I felt it leaking and trickling down, sliding onto my balls and pooling into the sheets, proof that our hunger had burned right through us.

When we finally collapsed, wrung dry, each girl curled into a nook of my body, both resting heads on my chest.

We spoke in low voices, plotting crazy futures.

“After the thirty days, we don’t go back. We stay on True North,” Summer decided, already dictating terms. “It’s our home.”

Kylie nodded, her leg sliding between mine. “Sponsors love us together. No way anybody objects, not with the numbers we pull.”

I grinned, picturing the pitch: captain and his two muses, launching the global voyage as an unapologetic triad. “Think Adam or Mark will go for it?”

Kylie shrugged. “Dad only cares about results. As long as you keep me happy and the sponsors richer, he’s blind as a bat.”

Summer giggled, twirling my hair. “That’s a yes. Besides, who could look at us and say no?”

I snorted, the dread already starting to climb my spine. “Let’s just keep it off the group chat until the ink dries.”

We laughed, three pirates plotting a mutiny.

I closed my eyes and let happiness blanket me.

For once, I wasn’t lying to myself.

***

I woke to pale blue light and the tick-tick of the ship’s chronometer. The space beside me was cold, both girls gone, probably already plotting the next act of chaos.

I scrubbed the sleep from my face, pulled on my captain’s armor: crisp white shirt, jeans, and the battered watch Adam had given me years ago.

On the bridge, the whole world was glass and possibility. A panorama of endless water, sky just starting to bruise with the edge of morning.

Final sponsor inspection call. Everything needed to be perfect.

I dialed in, voice steady as stone.

“True North, day twenty-nine. All systems optimal. Fuel efficiency up two-point-six percent, battery banks at ninety-six, zero faults on the main bus. Logs attached for review.”

Pearson’s face flickered onto the screen. “Impressive, Captain. We’re seeing record engagement on the crew socials. Kylie and Summer are a juggernaut. My board wants you three to headline the global launch. You ready to commit for next season?”

I kept my smile neutral. “Crew’s never been stronger. We’re locked in.”

“Good. I expect all three of you to present in Miami. We’re looking forward to meeting the young ladies who have conquered social media.”

Pearson nodded, moving on to numbers. I ticked every box. Not a single detail missed. Not the new nav analytics, not the patch on the generator, not the camera glitch we’d solved in silence at midnight.

The call ended with him beaming. “You’re the model captain, Everett. Can’t wait for the celebrations in Bermuda. Don’t let the girls party too hard.”

He had no idea.

I logged out, scanned the console. Not a hair out of place. Even my shame was organized.

Voices echoed down the corridor as Adam and Mark strolled in, mugs of coffee in hand.

Adam clapped my back, laughing. “You crushed it again, Cap! Numbers through the roof. Sponsors are nuts for the crew. I was thinking, when we hit Bermuda, we do a blowout. Champagne, cameras, the whole bit. You game?”

I forced a grin. “Wouldn’t miss it. Long as you let me pick the playlist this time.”

Mark smirked, eyes soft but razor-sharp. “Crew morale is at an all-time high. Emma’s prepping the finale dinner. She’s pulling out every stop. Says you made her job easy.”

Behind them, I glimpsed Emma through the glass, hair up, face determined, organizing a flurry of plates and cutlery as if the whole future depended on it. Lila floated at her elbow, orchestrating every detail, elegant as ever.

For a second, I wanted to believe the lie: that I was the anchor, the man who kept everyone safe.

Adam raised his mug. “To you, Cole. Couldn’t have done this without you. You’re the heart of this crew and the only one I’d trust with my girls, even if it means they’re plotting the next world takeover.”

The words stabbed. I tried to keep the guilt from my face, but all I could think about was the look on Kylie’s face when I’d emptied myself inside her.

Mark nodded, solemn. “You earned this. Integrity, leadership, all of it. I hope you’re as proud as we are.”

I choked out a “Thank you.”

But on the inside, I was drowning.

When they found out the truth about what happened below deck, the lines I’d crossed, the way I’d claimed Adam’s daughter and her best friend in every possible way but the public one, I’d be finished. Not just as a captain, but as a man.

I glanced at the radar, let the hum of the electronics drown the panic.

Nobody suspected. Not a soul. Well, except every other girl on board the vessel.

But the secret was a living thing now, hot, hungry, impossible to kill.

I watched the horizon sharpen, Bermuda rising from the haze, sunlight fracturing across the glass.

The world wanted my best self, polished, predictable, safe.

But beneath the surface, I was chaos incarnate.

A king with a crumbling crown.

A sinner with two queens and the ocean for a witness.

And the only rule left was to hold the heading, pretend like nothing was wrong, and hope that the truth didn’t catch us before the next safe harbor.

***

The last night at sea, the yacht whispered its secrets.

Below deck, Emma rehearsed the perfect dinner.

Up top, sponsors plotted headlines and hashtags.

And in the dark, two beautiful women waited for me, confident, impossible, and so nakedly in love with the disaster I’d become.

I dove into the chaos, arms wide, heart open.

Whatever happened next, I wouldn’t regret a single, beautiful second.

Not with them.

Not with True North.

Not even if I went down with the ship.


Chapter fourteen
Final Approach


Dawn hit the windows like a live wire, sparking every surface in the wheelhouse to gold and blue. For a couple seconds, the whole space glowed. Chart table, command screens, polished wheel, all of it forged together, humming with a kind of holy intensity. If you’re a captain, this is the cathedral.

I stood at the helm, feet planted wide, hands ghosting over the throttle and nav controls. Thirty days at sea, and still, this was the only place that felt like truth.

The readings were pure poetry. Battery banks rock steady. Fuel draw coasting below spec. The main engine’s numbers ticked upward in a flawless arc, every cylinder purring just so. On the overhead, the big flatscreen spilled an LED-blue wash over my hands, casting shadows that belonged to someone with zero doubts and a thousand hours of mastery under his belt.

But inside my skull, the war kept raging.

Every time I locked eyes with the heading indicator, I thought about Summer’s legs wrapped around my waist, the memory of Kylie’s thighs clamping to my hips, the sound of them gasping my name like I was the only guy left in the world. The guilt came in waves, raw and merciless, chewing at the edges of my professional pride. I was twice their age for fuck’s sake. I could keep True North running tighter than any luxury yacht in the Caribbean, but that didn’t mean I’d earned the right to stand up here and feel like a hero.

Except, the data didn’t lie.

Nav system blinked green. The projected arrival to Saint George’s cut down to the minute, ETA: 0718, weather window wide open, wind trending soft out of the east. I made a minor course correction, three degrees to port, smoothing the S-curve as we closed on the pilot markers.

Bermuda hovered on the horizon, a gray spike at first, then a hazy green, then finally the toothy silhouette of the island, cliffs and pastel rooftops backlit by the rising sun. Every time I blinked, the shape got sharper. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said she was stalking us.

I thumbed through the primary checklist, each line a stone in the wall between me and chaos. General alarms: green. Weather overlays: clear. Satcoms: pinged and pulsed. Behind me, the engine room monitor throbbed steady with live video. Evan’s handiwork. If there were a flaw, I’d see it before a single piston coughed.

Instead, the numbers lined up like soldiers. After a month at blue water, the gearboxes still ran cool. Watermaker drew less than expected. Even the inverter, my usual nemesis, purred with smug satisfaction as the load shifted from night to day.

A laughable thought drifted in: you can fuck up your love life, your best friendships, even your vision of right and wrong… but if you keep the machinery humming, maybe you can outrun the worst of it.

Maybe.

I ran the secondary diagnostics anyway. Not because I needed to, but because the ritual kept my hands busy, kept the memories from flooding back.

Fuel manifold: 18.3 psi, nominal. Main battery banks: 97 percent, no variances. Engine block soundings: untouched by temperature creep. Wet clutch and gear oil: clean as a baby’s conscience.

I ticked every box.

And the yacht, my yacht, answered every touch with a kind of elegant defiance. She cut the water so clean, the bow barely rippled. The autopilot’s servo purred, steering True North like a dancer. Sails stowed for now, but she’d still clocked record time under canvas last week. If I listened close, I could almost hear her bragging.

I let myself savor it. Not much, just a second.

She was flawless. Not a hair out of place, not a single reading even whispering trouble. Anyone could man a helm, but it took something different to push a boat this hard, for this long, and bring her in looking better than the day she left port.

For one brief, crystalline heartbeat, just me, the bridge, the horizon, and the silent password between steel and flesh, I let myself feel like the man I wanted to be. The guy Adam and Mark believed in. The captain who didn’t just chase sunrises, but made them.

Outside, the world was still, a hush of blue, a salty breeze curling through the vents, the tang of ozone and victory. The guilt was there, yeah, but it receded just enough to let my chest fill with pride, stubborn and shining.

I tapped the final box on my digital log. Systems: optimal. Crew: asleep or prepping the main for tomorrow’s docking. Sponsors: already virtually queueing up to see her glide in, a blue ribbon on a silver platter.

Only then did I lean back, hands braced on the wheel, and watch Bermuda rise, tip to tail, until she owned the whole horizon.

Hell of a run.

I may have broken every moral code in the book, but True North ran like a dream. It was the closest I’d get to absolution.

For a second, that was enough.

Then the world started up again: voices below deck, the clatter of pans as Lila prepped the next round of espresso, the distant, unmistakable giggle that could only belong to Summer or Kylie. The real life, with all its mess and beauty, clawing back into focus.

But on the bridge, the data was perfect. The heading was true. And for a minute, I let myself be just a captain at the helm, not the washed-up sinner I’d become.

That was the thing about the ocean. She forgave nothing, but she never lied.

Neither did the numbers.

I grinned. If I had to go down someday, at least I could say I ran the best goddamn ship on the water.

Onward.

***

If you wanted a masterclass in control, you just had to watch Brooke Hollis step onto a deck. Every motion, shoulders locked, spine straight, platinum hair barely stirring in the breeze, telegraphed discipline. But on this particular morning, she didn’t just belong at the helm; she owned the damn horizon.

She glided into the cockpit exactly at 0600. Not five-fifty-nine, not six-oh-one. That was Brooke for you: precision masquerading as calm.

She found me hunched over the chart, plotting the final spiral in toward Bermuda, instruments glowing under my elbows.

“You ready?” I asked, without looking up.

Her reply was smooth as a bowline knot. “I’ve been ready for weeks.”

I grinned, but didn’t let her off easy. “You remember the drill. No GPS. Nothing but the old tools. If the plot’s off by more than a tenth of a mile, you’re buying rum for the crew.”

Brooke didn’t so much as blink. She rolled out the paper chart, snatched up the parallel rulers, and went to work. Tessa watched from nearby, notebook in her lap, scribbling like a court stenographer at the trial of the century.

We ran through every scenario: dead reckoning, collision avoidance, storm drills, even a simulated engine failure just for kicks.

Brooke handled each one with knives-out efficiency. Her hands barely shook as she calculated bearings, corrected for leeway, and rattled off emergency procedures like she’d been running solo yachts in her sleep.

“Let’s say the chartplotter drops,” I barked. “How do you confirm position?”

She lined up the hand-bearing compass, sighted on a distant tanker, cross-referenced with the lighthouse, then drew the fix on paper in a clean, hard line.

“Here,” she said, jabbing the spot with her pencil. “Twenty-seven thirty-seven North, sixty-four forty-eight West. Given drift and current, we’re here in… two-point-two miles.”

I checked the screens behind her. She was within a quarter mile. Deadlier than most of the commercial captains off St. George’s.

“Not bad,” I said, unable to hide the pride in my voice. “But what if the autopilot fails?”

She didn’t blink. She set the wheel, trimmed the sails, and adjusted course like she’d been waiting for me to throw that curveball. The boat responded instantly, heading locked, yaw tamed, every correction smooth as silk.

I ramped it up. “Fire drill. You’re captain. Stations?”

Brooke rattled off her assignments, voice crisp enough to cut ice. She even thought to rotate watches, so nobody would get complacent. That’s when I knew she was ready for more than just a test.

I called up a surprise. “Man overboard. Night. No lights.”

She hesitated, half a second, then took charge. Gunned the throttle, hailed the crew, mapped out a Williamson turn, and had Summer (the designated “victim”) back on deck in under two minutes.

The entire time, her focus never wavered. Not on the challenges, not on me.

When we finally hit the last scenario, anchoring under sail alone, she nailed that too. Bow dropped, rode out, chain locked clean.

I let the silence stand.

Even the yacht seemed to pause, wind stilled, ocean holding its breath.

“Take a seat,” I told her, sliding the certificate folder across the table. Official colors, official seal. No more training wheels.

Brooke sat, hands folded, posture flawless. I signed my name in the corner with a flourish, then slid it over.

“You earned this,” I said, voice lower than I expected. “Not a single misstep. You could run a forty-meter tomorrow and nobody’d question it.”

For a heartbeat, her mask held. Then—crack.

She smiled. Not the polite, curated smile I’d seen a hundred times. This was the real thing: wide, a little breathless, pure pride simmering just below the surface. She took the document as if it was spun glass, fingers gentle, eyes shining.

“Thank you for pushing me,” she said, and her voice shook, not from nerves, but from something more honest. “I’ve never had a better teacher.”

I felt the words in my chest. Hard. After all the mistakes, after all the lines I’d crossed and blurred, here was something fixed, something right.

“You made it easy,” I said, struggling to keep my act together. “Your discipline’s what kept the boat upright. I just handled the paperwork.”

Brooke stood, certificate pressed to her chest, and for a second, she just looked at me, really looked, like she could see through to the good man I wanted to be under all the mess and want.

The air was almost too raw. She squared her shoulders, reset her mask, and headed below, no doubt to hunt down her father and break the news.

I watched her go, pride and relief mixing in a way that made my hands tremble.

For once, the only thing I felt was clean.

Up here, at the heart of the ship, I’d done something that would last. Something worth remembering.

And for that tiny, perfect sliver of morning, the weight of every other secret vanished.

Let the world judge me later.

Today, I was Captain.

***

The nav station was a world apart from the chaos above, dappled with morning light, alive with the hush of electronics, and layered in the scent of fresh paper and uncapped gel pens. Tessa sat cross-legged at the chart table, auburn hair a wild halo, green eyes locked on the columns of words she’d been pouring out since St. Lucia.

She looked up as I entered, surprise flickering across her face.

“Oh, hey, Captain Everett,” she said, hair falling over her cheek in a way that made her look both older and softer than her years. She scrambled to stack her pages, as if caught with contraband.

I leaned in the hatch, arms crossed, letting her set the tempo.

“Working on the next essay?” I asked.

She nodded, shy but resolute, holding the stack to her chest. “Actually, I finished them. All of them. Six essays, like I promised.” Her cheeks went pink. “I kept rewriting. I didn’t want to leave any part of it unfinished.”

For a second, we just stood there, the new captain and the young idealist, the space between us loaded with more honesty than you usually found this close to the engine room.

Tessa drew a breath. “Would you… would you mind reading them?” She held out the bundle, trembling just enough to betray how much it mattered.

I reached for the pages, and our fingers brushed, just a glancing touch, but enough to send a jolt racing up her arm. She jerked back, coloring even brighter.

I played it cool. “I’d be honored,” I said, voice gentle. “You put more work into this than most crew put into their logbooks.”

She smiled, a real one. “Thank you.” She hesitated, chewing her lip. “Do you think… could I read you a part? Just the beginning?”

I settled into the jump seat, letting the stress bleed out of my shoulders. “Fire away. I want to hear it in your words.”

She relaxed, pulling out a page lined in blue ink and rimmed with margin notes. She found her place, cleared her throat.

She started soft, but the words picked up power:

“Some people say the ocean is emptiness, a long hush waiting for someone to fill it. But the truth is, she’s a mirror. She reflects whatever you bring aboard.

On True North, we came as nine strangers. Some of us wore masks: the captain pretending he could outpace regret, the sisters trying not to outshine each other, the girls who hid their hunger for belonging behind jokes or ambition or the armor of perfect hair.

The sea stripped all of that away. Out here, nobody can hide. Not for long.

I thought I’d find purpose by chasing answers, by writing essays that would impress a professor or a publisher. But the purpose I actually found was quieter, smaller. It was the way Captain Everett calls for help without ever saying the word, or how Emma moves through the boat like a tide, binding everyone together. It was the courage to admit that we’re all a little lost.

The most honest moments aren’t loud. They’re the ones where two people share a look and realize, maybe for the first time, that someone sees through the mask. And that’s what I want to remember most: not just the wild sunrises or the perfect anchorages, but the feeling of being understood, right down to bone and blood.

If I learned anything this voyage, it’s that connection isn’t a bonus. It’s the thing that keeps you afloat.”

She stopped, the silence swelling between us like tide.

I couldn’t speak for a second. The air was thick with the echo of her words.

Finally, I said, “Tessa, that’s—” I stopped, searching for a word big enough.

She watched me, eyes half-hope, half-dread.

“You’ve captured something essential about this journey,” I managed. “Not just the details, but the heart of it. That last line—that’s the real logbook. The one nobody writes down.”

Her face went bright with pride, a glow that erased a whole season’s worth of uncertainty. “Thank you. That means everything. Sometimes I doubt it’s even worth saying, you know? But out here, it feels like the truth matters more.”

“It does,” I said, and meant it even though it stung like hell. “You saw things the rest of us missed. Even me.”

She slid the rest of the manuscript across the table, fingertips lingering for just a heartbeat. “You can keep these. If you have edits, I… actually, I’d trust your advice more than anyone’s.”

“I’ll guard them with my life,” I promised, and maybe it was corny, but it landed.

Tessa stood, a little taller now, gathering the confidence she’d earned word by word. “I should go help Emma,” she said, stacking her pens. “But… thank you for listening. And for being exactly who you are, even when it hurts.”

The compliment scorched right through me, all the old armor gone.

She turned, golden anklet flashing, and padded off down the corridor, her pages still warm in my hands.

I sat there, reading and re-reading, the prose burrowing under my skin.

She’d seen everything, the cracks, the real moments, the shadows and sunlight. It was beautiful. And it was terrifying.

Because maybe, just maybe, I hadn’t hidden as well as I thought.

Out here, the ocean’s mirror caught every secret.

And now, Tessa had written them down.

***

If there was a nerve center on True North, it was the media room. Between the whir of cooling fans, the hypnotic flicker of video, and the scent of coconut body oil and fresh-peeled clementines, stepping inside felt less like work and more like time travel.

Summer perched cross-legged on the beanbag, laptop balanced on bare thighs, eyes locked on the frame-by-frame of a dolphin stampede. Next to her was Kylie, hunched over the main desk, fingers flying as she mashed sponsor clips into the highlight reel. Their bodies almost touched, even when they weren’t trying.

I leaned in, watching the show.

Summer was first to break the bubble. “Hey, Captain Daddy.” She didn’t even look up, her hands were deep in the timeline, slicing and rearranging shots like she could edit the whole world into a better version of itself.

As far as pet names went, it appeared the gloves were off when it was just us three.

Beside her, Kylie grinned. “Don’t let her distract you, Cap. Wait till you see what I captured at the turtle reef. It’ll put every other ‘influencer’ yacht to shame.”

I smirked. “Let’s see the goods.”

Kylie spun her monitor toward me, a wall of color, sunlight blitzing the surface of the water, then a slow dissolve into Kylie and Summer plunging off the aft deck, GoPros in hand and hair flying wild. The cut was crisp: sponsor products popping into frame as if by accident, branded bottles glinting in the background as the girls laughed, wrestled, and made even the act of putting on SPF look like a dirty joke.

She paused the clip, arcing a brow. “Tell me you’ve ever seen a better use of reef-safe sunscreen.”

I watched as Summer, bikini top askew, tackled Kylie into a spray of foam, both women howling like maniacs. The logo placement was subtle, but the heat between them wasn’t. Every frame sizzled.

“Genius,” I said, and meant it. “You made product placement look like foreplay.”

Summer cackled, then kicked her video to the big screen. Dolphins raced the bow, silver arcs against endless blue, the sound mix tuned so every whistle and splash hit just right. She’d spliced in faces from the deck, Emma’s fond smile, Lila mid-laugh, even Adam and Mark goofing it up at sunset. For a heartbeat, the yacht wasn’t just a stage for chaos. It was a family album, only sexier.

“Watch this sequence,” Summer said, voice dropping to a conspiratorial hush. She drew me down beside her, so close the heat of her bare leg pressed straight through my jeans. “That’s when the pod started showing off. Ky dove after them, but I hung back. The light was better from above.”

Her hand found mine, fingers lacing together without hesitation, like this was just how things were now. She pointed at the screen with our joined hands, fire and mischief in every gesture.

Kylie noticed the move. Her eyes flicked over, but her expression was all hunger and pride. Instead of jealousy, she slid her hand onto my other wrist, drawing it down to rest beside her collarbone, thumb making lazy circles on my skin as she showed off her favorite cuts from the “after hours” reels.

“We made a set for the West Coast sponsor, too,” Kylie said, flipping tabs with a practiced flick. “But this isn’t just about numbers. You gotta watch the ending.”

I leaned in, studying their handiwork.

The final montage was a gut-punch: dinner parties lit by string lights, the whole crew singing along to Adam’s ridiculous yacht-rock playlist, Summer and Kylie making out just long enough to spike the view count, then Brooke at the helm crushing her trial, Tessa and Evan slow dancing on the top deck. The beats were tight, polished, but the thread was clear. Adventure as intimacy, the ties that held us together even when it all threatened to crash.

For a minute, I forgot who was watching whom. The magic was all theirs.

“You two built a hell of a narrative,” I said, voice thick with honest awe. “It’s sexy as hell, but it’s real. That’s what stands out.”

Summer nuzzled closer, her thumb tracing the bone along my wrist. “That was the plan, baby. Let the world see who we really are.”

Kylie looked up, a softness in her eyes I hadn’t seen in months. “It works because it’s us. No scripts, no fake beef. We just let the camera roll.”

She reached out, caught my free hand, and wove her fingers tight with mine. Now I was bookended, owned and exposed, their warmth and intent pinning me right where I sat.

For a half-second, we just held there, three people, zero apology.

I tried to break the spell. “You want my notes, or are you just showing off?”

Summer shook her head, hair tumbling wild. “We’re not letting you go until you give final approval. Gotta keep the sponsor happy, but we wanna keep you happy more.”

Kylie squeezed my hand, the challenge back in her voice. “Don’t pretend you’re not into it, babe. Making you proud is half the kink.”

The heat in the room doubled, but it wasn’t just sex. It was the feeling of being part of something rare. A team, a triad, maybe even a family.

I cleared my throat, heart hammering. “You both nailed it. Seriously. When you’re ready, let’s do a group cut and I’ll hit send myself.”

Summer giggled, brushing her lips over my ear. “Maybe after you help us celebrate.”

Kylie snorted, but the smile was pure affection. “Try not to get distracted by the outtakes.”

I stood, fighting the urge to pull them both onto my lap and keep them there. “I’ll be back. Just don’t burn the place down before dinner.”

As I slipped out, the warmth of their hands lingered. A double brand, proof that whatever the world called us, we were in this together.

Behind me, the editors got back to work, laughter chasing me down the corridor like a dare.

If the future was gonna be a mess, at least it would be our mess.

And that was a win, no matter how you cut the footage.

***

If the bridge was my command center, the main deck was Emma and Lila’s kingdom. By sunset, they’d taken over every inch, flowers on every surface, platters stacked on trays, the air humming with quiet anticipation.

Emma was all business, moving between tables with the focus of a general prepping for battle. Her hair, usually wild from the wind, was braided back, exposing the soft curve of her neck. Lila trailed in her wake, arms full of white LED lights, bare feet silent on the teak decking.

I paused at the threshold, taking in the transformation.

The space glowed in the new light, every rail wrapped tight in twinkling bulbs. Lila was almost invisible, twirling the cord with dancer’s grace, hands quick and sure. Emma stooped over a centerpiece, weaving frangipani and birds-of-paradise into a riot of color that somehow managed to look both wild and perfectly ordered.

She sensed me before I spoke.

“Hey, Cole!” Emma’s voice was low but warm, the kind of sweetness that could take the edge off any disaster. “Quick question about the menu. Lila and I were debating surf versus turf for the main. Do you have a preference?”

I grinned. “You can’t lose. But if you want the truth, the local rockfish is better than anything I’ve ever tasted in Bermuda.”

Emma smiled, eyes crinkling at the corners. “That’s what I thought. Thanks.”

She moved closer, lowering her voice as she reached for a serving spoon. “Dad is over the moon about how the trip’s turned out. He keeps saying none of this would’ve happened without you.”

The words went in like a knife and not the pretty kind.

I faked a casual shrug. “He’s too generous. It was a team job, start to finish.”

Lila appeared at my shoulder, silent as a rumor. “We need a hand with these,” she said, holding up a droopy loop of LED. Her tone was brisk, but her eyes never left my face, as if she could see straight through the party armor to the hot mess underneath.

“On it.” I ducked under the rail and helped her string the last run tight. Lila’s hands worked quick and precise, but her glance flicked up every few seconds, checking for flaws or maybe just watching me sweat.

“Don’t worry,” she murmured, low so even Emma couldn’t hear. “We know how to keep secrets up here.”

I shivered, then masked it with a laugh. “Can’t have the sponsors catching us with loose wires.”

She managed an actual smile, a small, wicked flash, and returned to her work.

By the time we finished, the deck was transformed: lanterns glowing, folded napkins rimmed in gold, every chair set as if a royal family was coming to dinner.

Emma stood back, surveying the scene. “It’s perfect,” she declared. “Dad keeps bragging to Mark about your numbers. I think he’s secretly hoping for a Captain of the Year trophy.”

The guilt hit like a breaker. If he knew about me and his daughter, there wouldn’t be trophies. There’d be a firing squad.

I forced a smile. “Tell him I’m just trying not to crash the boat.”

Lila didn’t laugh, but her eyes softened as she caught the drift.

The two women drifted off, Emma to the galley, Lila to tweak something on the speaker setup, leaving me alone in the glow and the aftermath. For a minute, I just stood there, watching the world flicker in candlelight and Christmas bulbs, the salt air thick with grilled pineapple and the hush that comes before a storm.

Somehow, they’d turned a slab of fiberglass and steel into a haven, a place where love didn’t feel like a liability but a promise.

I wanted to believe it.

But the truth was, I needed fresh air more than I needed another compliment.

I made my escape, headed for the bow.

Tonight, anything could happen.

And I didn’t want to miss a second of it.

***

There’s a kind of hush out at the bow that you can’t get anywhere else on earth. Just the flick of water off the hull, the old wood creaking, the salt air thick with possibility. I stood alone in that sanctum, watching the horizon bleed from indigo to black, trying to burn off the charge in my skull.

Then I caught it: the whisper of sandalwood, lemon, and a heat that could only belong to one woman.

Summer.

She floated up from the darkness, barefoot, dress skimming her thighs and hair wild in the wind. For a second, she just watched me, blue eyes reflecting the new stars as if she’d plucked them down for herself.

“Hey, Baby,” she said, voice barely above the music of the sea.

I tried for composure. “Can’t sleep either?”

Summer shrugged, then stepped toward me with the fluid confidence of someone who knew exactly what she wanted. She climbed into my lap, settling her weight against me, and took both my hands in hers, deliberately wrapping my arms around her waist. "I came to find you. I don't want to sleep alone." Her body was warm against mine as she pointed at the horizon, Bermuda's city lights painting the clouds. "Feels weird, doesn't it? Like tomorrow everyone leaves and it's just us."

I grinned, but the ache was right there in my chest. "You having second thoughts, Sunshine?"

Her eyes glittered. "God, no. I've never been more sure of anything. This boat, you, Kylie, it's the first time I've felt like I’m home."

The words sank into me like an anchor finding hold.

I wanted to remind her of all the complications: the sponsors watching our every move, the fathers who'd trusted me with their investment, the thin line between adventure and scandal. But when I really looked at her, the delicate slope of her cheek, the perfection of her features, that soft, vulnerable openness she let no one else see—I could do nothing but draw her closer. Her parted lips invited me; her gaze over her shoulder was sweetly defenseless, and it undid every warning in my head. I pulled her higher onto my lap, greedy for her warmth, linking my fingers with hers as if I could keep her right there, close and pliant, just for me.

Summer melted, no games this time, no push-pull. She clung hard and hot, pulse racing beneath my fingers. Then she shifted, turning herself around until she straddled my lap, her thighs bracketing my hips in a vice. The way she perched on top of me, her body settling flush against mine, made my pulse thud harder and my cock twitch with anticipation. With a wicked little smile, she leaned in and began dotting my jaw and lips with light, feathery kisses, each one sparking along my skin like flares and drawing a shiver up my spine. Her hands gripped my shoulders for balance, her hips locked in place, trapping me beneath her as she took her time, savoring every tiny touch. She kissed a trail along my mouth, tasting, exploring, making sure I was just as hungry as she was.

“You know,” she whispered, “I never really believed in soulmates. But I believe you’re mine, Cole. I belong to you.”

She barely finished before I was kissing her hard, hungry, every ounce of worry gone in the undertow.

Summer’s hands dove under my shirt, nails raking my skin, hips rolling against me as if she could take the sex by sheer force of will. My cock throbbed, straining against my shorts, desperate to split her wide.

We crashed against the plush sectional deep with pillows, bodies tangled in urgency.

Summer arched up, dress pooled around her waist, no panties and no hesitation. Her pussy glistened in the night, tight and already leaking for me. She pulled my zipper down, freeing my cock, and wrapped both fists around it, pumping slow and greedy.

“God, you’re always so fucking hard for me,” she breathed, lining me up at her entrance.

I didn’t wait. I pushed inside. A single, brutal thrust that filled her to the hilt.

Summer moaned, head thrown back, hair wild against the cushion. “Fuck, yes, that’s it. Give it to me, baby.”

I obliged. I slammed into her, each stroke a hammer, each withdrawal a threat to lose my mind. Her legs locked around my waist, ankles crossed, pulling me deeper with every piston.

The rhythm was frantic, desperate, skin on skin, no air between us.

Summer rode the edge instantly, nails digging crescent moons into my back. With every thrust, her tits bounced, nipples hard and begging for my mouth.

I bent, sucking a nipple between my teeth. She howled, grinding her clit against my pelvis in perfect sync with my cock.

The world shrank to the heat, the pressure, the wet slap of fucking just inches from the open sea.

She clawed at my shoulders. “Don’t stop, ever. Make me yours, Cole. Make me forget everything but this.”

Her wrists locked tight in my grip, I pinned Summer hard against the cushions, her body arching beneath me in a frenzy of need. The pulse of her blood, the sweet tang of her sweat, the way her eyes rolled back as I drove into her, it was a feedback loop of chaos and want that nothing in my old life had ever prepared me for. There was no restraint left, no soft edge, just the drumbeat of my hips slamming into hers, cock battered by the velvet vice of her cunt, all slick heat and impossible friction. The world outside vanished, leaving only the two of us, a closed circuit of hunger and surrender and primal, animal joy.

She writhed under me, her thighs slick against my sides, the tips of her hair damp with fog and sweat. Every noise she made, every low whimper, every gasp, every ragged scream, drove me harder, until I didn’t know where my body ended and hers began. I buried my face in her neck and bit down, tasting salt and skin, feeling her shudder with each thrust. She met me stroke for brutal stroke, teeth bared, hands scrambling for purchase even as I kept her pinned, the challenge in her eyes replaced by the dizzy, desperate need to give in. I angled my hips, catching her clit with each motion, feeling her tense and tremble, the muscles in her belly fluttering wild as a trapped bird.

I wanted to make it last, to let her break again and again, but I’d been running on fumes and raw need since the first moment she showed up on my deck. The build was relentless, every movement ratcheting the pressure higher, until I was right there on the edge, a single breath away from shattering. Summer beat me to it: her whole body snapped tight, knees clamped around my torso, and she came with a raw, wild sound that was halfway sob, halfway battle cry. Her pussy clamped down, milking my cock, and I felt the pulsing inside her as if it was my own heart about to rip out of my chest.

She screamed, voice lost in the wind, and I lost it with her.

The orgasm hit like a punch to the gut, a supernova detonating behind my eyes. My balls drew up, my spine arched, and I came so hard I went blind for a second, cum firing in white-hot pulses, flooding her with every drop I had. I didn’t slow down; kept going, rutting through it, body locked in the moment, refusing to let go. My hips jackhammered, each spasm of release more desperate than the last, until finally, finally, the need drained out of me and I collapsed over her, breath gone, vision spiked with white stars.

Summer wrapped her arms around my neck, nails stroking soothing patterns instead of claws. “You always wreck me,” she whispered, kissing my ear. “I love you so much it hurts.”

I rolled us so her body sprawled across my chest, hair everywhere, skin hot, sticky, and glazed with sweat.

The stars spun overhead, a billion witnesses to our sin.

For a long time, we just held each other, breath mingling, hearts thudding in the dark.

She kissed me again, slow and lingering. “Will it always feel this good?”

I tucked her tighter. “As long as you stay right by my side, Sunshine.”

She giggled, not shy in the slightest, and ground her hips to swallow more of my spent but still rigid cock, wringing every last inch out of me. Her breasts pressed flush and hot against my chest, her nipples squashed and slick with sweat. Then her tongue was on me, licking up the side of my face, slow and unhurried, tracing my jaw until she found my mouth. She peppered my lips with quick, teasing kisses before capturing my tongue with hers, sucking deep, then letting go so she could stare into my eyes from barely an inch away.

“That’s the easiest promise I’ll ever make,” she breathed.

The yacht hummed beneath us, barreling toward the lights of the future. But in that small orbit of skin and salt, there was only her.

Only us.

And nothing could break it.

Not tonight.

***

We slipped down to the swim platform, the two of us still high on afterglow and starlight. The sea was warm, lapping at our ankles, the hull’s steady vibration syncing up with our own heartbeats.

Summer pressed tight beside me, her thigh draped over mine, skin electric even through layers of borrowed clothes. We dangled our feet in the water, silence thick as syrup.

When she finally spoke, it was straight to business, her voice soft, but hungry.

“If I’m moving onto True North, I have to clear the apartment,” she murmured, blue eyes fixed on the shimmer of passing plankton. “Figure it’s not worth keeping most of my stuff. Clothes and camera gear can go in the guest locker, books in that empty shelf in your office. The rest? Storage, maybe Miami.”

I ran a lazy hand down her bare shoulder, unable to keep from tracing every line. “I know a guy. Air-conditioned storage, private access. If you want, I’ll box up your art and haul it myself.”

She smiled, but her worry was right there at the edge. “What about the crew? The fathers? When Adam finds out I’m staying on do you think he’ll suspect?”

The question landed sharp.

“I think Adam and Mark know more than they’re letting on.” I hesitated, squeezing her hand. “But we’ll pitch it as a professional arrangement, at least until things settle. Sponsors want continuity, content. Having you as permanent crew makes sense. But I won’t lie, there’s risk. If Adam or Mark object, it could get ugly fast.”

Summer bit her lip, staring at the diamond trail of foam in the wake. “You’re worth the risk. I just don’t want to be the reason you lose everything, most of all Ky. Or them.”

I cupped her chin, forced her to look at me. “That’s not going to happen, Sunshine. We move slow. We control the narrative. And if shit hits the fan, I’d rather get hit together than hide from it. I love you, Summer. Nobody can take that away from us.”

She nodded, the relief almost enough to soothe the dread. “I just…I never thought I’d want a real home, but this? You? I don’t want to let go. Not ever.”

I pulled her closer, lips brushing her hair. “You’re not going anywhere. Not unless you want to.”

We sat like that for a long stretch, feet idling in the warm dark, plans rolling out quiet and inevitable.

She riffed on wild ideas, wildlife projects, travel vlogs, secret sunrise swims. I countered with practicalities, shared gear, safe ports, off-grid workarounds for when the boss came sniffing. It felt good. It felt like the start of something that might actually last.

Then, like a stone tossed into glassy water, Adam’s voice echoed over the deck: “Cole? Where are you? We need to review tomorrow’s docking procedure!”

The moment snapped in two.

Summer shot upright, hair wild, panic and laughter warring in her throat.

I scrambled to zip up, make sure every button was in place, adrenaline short-circuiting whatever peace we’d built.

She ducked behind the stairwell, blowing a silent kiss before vanishing into the shadows.

I wiped my mouth, straightened my shirt, and called up: “On my way!”

Adam’s footsteps boomed above, the echo of the old world chasing me up the ladder. Behind me, Summer’s eyes glinted from the dark, a secret, a dare, a promise that we weren’t done yet, not by a long shot.

Bermuda’s lights crept closer, slicing open the night.

One more challenge. One more gamble.

But this time, I wasn’t playing alone.

And the prize was everything we could carry home.


Chapter fifteen
Forever Stars Now


Champagne popped with a sound like gunfire, spraying foam across the rail and painting the aft deck in a shimmer of booze and pure summer. Overhead, strings of LEDs draped from mast to stern, warm golds, ocean blues, twisting in the humid air like blurred halos. The playlist was classic Cole: smooth Yacht Rock, a backbone of James Taylor and Steely Dan with just enough Motown to keep people swaying. It was the kind of night that dared you to believe in happy endings.

True North glowed like a palace. Every crew member was scrubbed clean, dressed for celebration: sundresses, laughter, bare feet slapping the teak, every inch of railing stacked with faces shiny from sun and salt. Platters of sushi and platters of grilled lobster winked from every table, and the bar was open, no rationing, not tonight.

Adam and Mark had set up their own fortress along the starboard rail, glasses already heavy with top shelf rum, their heads close as they swapped stories about impossible clients and the one time they crashed a charter in the Grenadines and still came out legends. Two men at the top of their game—seasoned, unbreakable, and totally unaware that beneath my captain’s armor, my nerves were raw and humming.

I crossed the deck, heart slamming in my chest like a stuck bilge pump. On the outside, I looked like the king of the party, crisp linen shirt, sleeves rolled, hair neat, the perfect controlled smile. But every step stoked the anticipation, because every time I looked up, Summer was watching me from the cluster of dancers by the lounge, wild dress clinging to her curves, eyes molten blue; and Kylie was perched steps away, skin bare and perfect, glass of something tropical in her hand, staring through me like she could taste tomorrow already.

I forced my attention forward, past the wreckage of want and back to business.

Adam spotted me first, waving the heavy glass my way. “Cole! Come take a load off, man. You run this ship like a tight-assed admiral, but tonight, you drink.”

I grinned, letting the party facade take the lead. “Only if you promise not to drown me in that overproof mess. I’m already half-drunk off your banter.”

Mark poured me two fingers. His smile was carved granite, rare, but real. “You’ve earned it. Did you see the sponsor numbers? They’re losing their minds. Miami’s prepping a red carpet and Pearson wants Summer running the entire board presentation. Not just a cameo, he wants her as the face.”

Perfect opening.

I leaned against the rail, swirling the rum. “Funny you mention it. Summer’s agreed to be the lead on the launch, but she wants a partner. I was thinking Kylie could round out the team. Her numbers are just as viral as Summer’s, and she knows every angle of the sponsor game. Would you have any issue with Kylie staying on, Adam? She’d be a huge asset, especially with the crew going global.”

Adam didn’t even blink. He barked a laugh, loud enough to catch two more heads down the deck. “Are you kidding? Those girls have been instrumental to this whole thing. Kylie’s a freaking prodigy. I’ve watched her go from giggling at GoPros to running circles around major-league influencer teams. Of course she stays. You’d be crazy not to lock her in.”

He raised his glass, giving me the look of a dad who’d just seen his daughter crowned Miss America. “I’m proud of her, Cole. And I’m proud of you. The way you’ve managed this, hell, anyone else would’ve lost their mind by week two. You turned this crew into a dynasty.”

Mark sipped, then cut in, his tone even but edged with that military logic. “Frankly, I think the more of the women we have for the circumnavigation, the better. Sponsors respond to results, not tradition. My read? If Brooke and Tessa can carve out the time, you bring them, too. Full-spectrum coverage. The more firepower at the table, the better you look.”

Relief swept through me, warm and overwhelming, a sudden updraft that left me almost dizzy. The girls could stay. That was the headline, the outcome. And just like that, I’d snatched up more time for myself. For us. With the circumnavigation trip still a month away, I had a buffer, a whole month, smooth and unbroken. Thirty days with Summer and Kylie, just the three of us. No surprises. No threats of discovery lurking around the corner. All that stretched ahead was time, time that belonged entirely to us.

I clinked both their glasses at once, rum burning a line down my throat. “You’re reading my mind, Commander. With the right team, this crew can dominate every leg, every port, boardroom or beach.”

The moment hung there, three men on the precipice between history and the wild unknown.

Then Adam clapped my shoulder, not just camaraderie, but the kind of pressure that reminded you who’d raised half the women on this deck. “To you, Cole. The best captain I’ve ever met, and the only one I trust with my girls. Here’s to the wild ride ahead.”

We toasted, glasses high, rum splashing onto our hands. For a second, just a flicker, I glimpsed Summer at the far end of the deck, standing in the blue-gold haze, staring at me like she knew every thought running under my skin. Kylie leaned against the steps, dress cutting low, hands braced on the rail, and her smile was pure feral joy.

My body thrummed with the charge. The anticipation. The secret knowledge that in a few short hours, every mask would drop, and we’d be alone in the dark, nothing between us but the promise burned in sweat and salt.

On the surface, I was every inch the captain: solid, composed, a man whose only vice was perfection.

Underneath, though? Every glance with Summer hit me like a backdraft, her hips shifting, hair wild, the promise of her mouth still seared into my lips. Every time my eyes met Kylie’s, I could feel the ghost of her body riding mine, those legendary tits bouncing, her voice raw as she begged for more.

Mark leaned in, voice low: “You gonna be ready for the challenge, Everett? This crew’s going to break every record. And you’ll be the name they remember.”

I straightened, grinning. “Just try to keep up. Because if you blink, you’ll miss the best part.”

We laughed, all bravado and noise, but even the party couldn’t drown out the heat glowing between me and my girls, passing glances that sparked like static, hungry and real, but invisible to anyone who didn’t know where to look.

Across the deck, Summer licked sugar from her glass and winked, slow, deliberate, her tongue daring me to claim her. Kylie crossed her arms, the deep tan of her cleavage catching every string-light and turning it into pure sex.

I nearly lost the thread of the conversation.

But a captain never flinches. Not when the prize is this sweet.

I raised my rum again, letting the moment stamp itself into memory.

“To the voyage,” I said, voice steady even as my pulse went wild. “To the crew. And to the future, whatever the hell it brings.”

We downed the drinks, the taste hot and perfect.

And across the crowd, I watched Summer and Kylie catch each other’s gaze, then mine, a silent agreement pulsing between all three.

Tonight, no one would hold back.

Tonight, everything changed.

The last rays of daylight faded. The string lights burned brighter.

And the future, our future, was already rumbling beneath the deck, ready to burst.

***

Emma went nuclear. No other way to put it.

She’d transformed the main deck into something out of a Caribbean fever dream: twinkling lanterns draped from mast to rail, petals and palm fronds scattered across starched navy cloth, and the air spiced with the impossible pairing of grilled rock lobster, papaya, and the barely tamed tang of sunscreen and sex.

The centerpiece was an avalanche of tropical fruit. Pineapple, mango, passionfruit all cut into perfect geometric slices, stacked so high they risked violating some law of physics. I caught Lila’s handiwork in the way the flowers nested around the base, flashes of orange and blue that made the whole thing look both wild and calculated.

The main event, though, was the seafood: filets of snapper and wahoo, shrimp caught that morning, fat pink tails dripping with citrus glaze, and a platter of oysters on shaved ice, each one glinting in the candlelight.

The whole crew assembled. Brooke in crisp white, her hair so severe it was nearly military; Tessa radiant in a sundress, flipping her notebook even as she took her seat; Summer and Kylie side-by-side, their bodies glowing under a haze of salt water and anticipation. Adam and Mark settled at opposite ends of the table, already tearing into the rum punch and trading old stories.

I claimed the head seat, captain’s privilege, and tried to look like a man who earned it.

The first course detonated like a firework. Forks clashed, hands collided, laughter ricocheted off the deck. Emma floated down the line, refilling drinks and dropping one-liners, her own cheeks flushed from the effort and the wine.

Summer was in her element, trading double-entendres with Kylie and Lila, the whole table crackling with more sexual tension than a Vegas bachelorette. Every time I reached for a dish, Summer’s hand found mine “by mistake”, her fingers cold from the wine, but the message hot enough to toast bread.

Kylie played it cool at first, but as the drinks flowed her confidence took over. She leaned close, massive breasts pressed hard against the table’s edge, cleavage gleaming as she fished for shrimp cocktail and flicked her tongue at the sauce. Under the table, her bare foot found mine, and when nobody else was watching, she slid it up my calf with deliberate, devilish pressure.

Across the deck, the moon hung low and full; each time Adam cracked a joke, it was as if the whole dinner paused to listen. But my focus never drifted more than a second from Summer’s curves, or the way Kylie’s laugh sent vibrations straight to my cock.

Then Brooke rose, flawless posture, certificate in hand.

She didn’t even have to tap her fork; the room went silent by instinct.

“I wanted to thank everyone,” she began, voice polished and clear. “Especially Captain Cole. You pushed me harder than any instructor I’ve had, and you made me believe there was room for a woman at the helm, even when I doubted myself.”

She flashed her official sailing certification, embossed and shining. The applause was nuclear. Adam stood and whistled, Tessa pumped both fists, even Mark broke out a full-on grin.

I raised my glass. “To Brooke, first of many.”

She nodded, face a little pink, but you could see the pride burning in her like high-octane.

Next, it was Tessa’s turn.

The younger Hollis rose, notebook clutched in both hands, hair catching the light in a coppery fan.

She read, quiet but unwavering:

“There’s a kind of magic in being seen, not just the surface, but what’s buried underneath. On True North, I watched strangers turn into a family. I saw how laughter could stitch together wounds, and how sometimes, the smallest kindness is what keeps a person afloat. We crossed an ocean, but the distance between us faded away, one honest word at a time. I hope the world remembers us not for the places we went, but for the moments we chose each other, over and over, even when it was hard.”

No one dared move. For a single heartbeat, you could hear the ocean slap the hull, the catch in Emma’s breath, and the weird, razor-sharp sweetness of being exactly where you belonged.

For me? It felt like being undressed in public. Every scrape, every secret, every win and loss suddenly visible under the deck lights. I resisted the urge to look at Summer or Kylie, because I knew exactly what would be waiting in their eyes.

Everyone burst into applause, and Tessa blushed, sliding back into her chair as if she’d just been caught naked.

Conversation poured back in: Lila trading gentle jokes with Brooke, Emma and Adam locked in a contest to see who could invent the most ridiculous nickname for me (“Captain Hunk” was the early winner), while Mark, unflappable as ever, policed the serving platters like a hawk.

But beneath the noise, something new had crept in. The knowledge that tonight was the last night the deck would ever feel this unfamiliar, or this full.

Summer caught my hand as I reached for a wine bottle. The touch was so subtle nobody else clocked it. Under the surface, though, it was high voltage. She squeezed, nails digging a little, thumb stroking the pulse at my wrist.

Kylie upped the ante: next time I passed her a plate, her fingers trailed slow across my knuckles, and when I tried to pull away, she caught me, holding the moment until it nearly snapped.

Neither woman said a word, but the challenge was laid, the promise of later hanging between us like a scent.

The food got heavier: Emma’s secret-recipe conch fritters, bowls of garlicky polenta, a dessert so sweet it made Kylie moan out loud. (“Stop it, you’re gonna cause an incident,” Lila hissed, but she had to look away to stop laughing.)

Moonlight painted the table in silver, each glass and bowl glowing from within.

One by one, the party thinned.

Adam was first to retreat, clapping Mark on the back as they staggered toward the cigar locker, already plotting how to sabotage tomorrow’s agenda.

Emma lingered with Lila, both of them stacking plates and refusing help, but when Lila finally circled back to top off the wine, her smile was knowing, as if she could see straight through my shirt to the hunger burning underneath.

Brooke left next, collecting her certificate with a reverence that made me want to clap again. Tessa followed, dragging Evan in her wake. He looked back once, a silent salute, before vanishing down the companionway.

Suddenly, the deck was stripped of sound, stripped of everything but the three of us.

Summer. Kylie. Me.

I gazed at the empty chairs, the soft spill of fruit and melted ice, the napkins tossed in wild confession along the table.

The party was gone, but the night wasn’t done.

Summer slid closer, sunlight bottled in the curve of her smile, blue eyes dangerous even in the hush.

Kylie stretched, arms above her head, tits straining against thin fabric, her glance a loaded challenge aimed right at me.

If anyone had asked, I would have said I was exhausted from the day, the party, the endless performance.

But the truth was, I’d never been more alive.

The sex in the air was thick enough to choke a monster.

Summer let her hand find my thigh beneath the shadow of the table, the touch light at first but then heavy, deliberate, the secret handshake of every rendezvous we’d ever dared.

Kylie leaned in, lips at my ear, whispering, “Ready for the real after-party, Captain?”

I grinned, fighting not to lose control right there.

The moon rolled through the clouds, lighting up the deck in sheets of silver.

We stood, three shadows against the world.

And together, we slipped into the soft dark, leaving the detritus of celebration behind, heading straight for the only reason that ever really mattered.

***

The moon threw silver stripes across the deck, slicing the world into bands of dark and light. The ocean slowed to a gentle roll, True North rocking steady, as if even the yacht was catching its breath for what came next.

We left behind the shards of the dinner party: the stacked platters, empty bottles, napkins crumpled like trophies of the night. It was only the three of us now, barefoot and a little drunk, hungry in ways that had nothing to do with food or rum.

Summer caught my hand as we drifted toward the bow cushions, the ones Lila had arranged in a lazy pile, knowing damn well what might play out after midnight. She pulled me down beside her, legs folding gracefully, dress riding high on her thighs. Even in the cold glow of the moon, her blue eyes sparkled with mischief and intent.

Kylie followed, hips swinging, steps deliberate, her hair wild and eyes glinting like a promise. She dropped to her knees on my other side, bracing herself on her palms so her cleavage pushed up, stretching the thin stretch of her tank until every inch of tit threatened to burst free. There was no rivalry now, only the charged unity of two women about to dismantle me, body and soul.

We sprawled together, the hush only broken by soft laughter and the distant sound of water lapping at the hull.

Summer broke the silence first, tilting her head so her hair shimmered in the moon. “Do you remember the first time you caught me sneaking a midnight swim?” she whispered, her breath sweet with mango and champagne. “I thought you were going to scold me. Instead, you just watched. Like I was doing exactly what you’d always wanted.”

She nudged my thigh, her fingers trailing slow, deliberate lines through the linen. “I think about that every time I see you at the wheel, watching the world and wanting more.”

I sucked in a breath, remembering every second.

Kylie slid closer, shoulders brushing mine, her own hand landing on my chest, hot even through the shirt. “You want to hear something crazy, Cap?” she said, voice low, dangerous. “Summer and I both guessed you’d end up with us before the leg even started. I could see it in the way you followed us down the stairs, the way you couldn’t stop staring when you thought we weren’t looking.”

She straddled my thigh, tugging the hem of her shorts so they bunched at her hips, then leaned in until her lips grazed my ear. “So why don’t you stop pretending to be the good guy and just take us? Right here, right now?”

The dare was pure sex.

But the affection, fuck, the affection, ran even deeper. We weren’t just three animals on a deck; we were something new, bound together by all the want and all the trust we’d built in secret.

My hands found their waists, Summer’s so tiny it felt like I could snap her in half, Kylie’s all muscle and heat, and for a minute, I just anchored them, letting my own need rise up and swallow the last of my doubts.

“So, this is real?” I asked, voice raw. “Not just a night, but the future?”

Summer’s laugh was soft as surf. “We’re yours, Captain Daddy. For as long as you’ll have us. Right, Ky?”

Kylie clamped her arms around my neck, breasts flattening against my chest, and locked eyes with Summer. “Forever starts now.”

The words detonated in my head.

They pushed me back, hands greedy, until I sprawled across the cushions. Summer slid into my lap, straddling me, her hair sweeping my face as she settled onto my thighs. The dress was gossamer, nothing to it, and with one wicked motion she yanked it overhead, baring those perfect D-cups, round, epic, and high, glowing in the moonlight.

Her nipples were already hard, rosy pink with want, the curves of her breasts so flawless they looked unreal. Summer cupped both in her hands, lifting, offering, then bent so the nipples brushed my lips.

I wrapped my mouth around one, sucking hard, and Summer moaned, a pure, bright sound that carried all the way to the horizon.

Kylie moved behind, bracing herself on my shoulders, then reached around to palm Summer’s tits from the sides, squishing them up until my face was smothered in soft, salt-sweet flesh. “God, they’re insane, aren’t they?” Kylie crooned, her own chest pressing into my back. “I want to watch you suck them all night.”

I flicked my tongue over each nipple, biting down, savoring how Summer squirmed in my lap, grinding her pussy against my cock until I throbbed so hard I could barely see straight.

Kylie dropped her hands to my shirt, unbuttoning quick, then spreading the linen apart and raking her nails down my pecs. Her tits pressed into my back in gorgeous counterpoint—D-cups just as proud as Summer’s, heat and heaviness and pure athletic perfection.

She peeled her tank overhead, tossing it aside, then shimmied out of her shorts, revealing a black thong that barely clung to her hips. She knew what I liked, she always had, and in the moonlight, her breasts were everything: high, round, gleaming with sweat, nipples the color of sunset and begging to be touched.

I hungrily grabbed both girls at once, one hand around Summer’s waist, the other cupping Kylie’s tit as she pressed in from behind.

Kylie moaned, then bit my neck, the sound vibrating all the way down my spine.

Summer reached for my cock, finding it straining through my shorts, and slid the waistband down until I was free, hard, leaking, so swollen it looked almost angry.

She wrapped both hands around the shaft and stroked, slow at first, then picking up the pace, using the slick of my precum for lube.

“God, you’re so fucking hard for us,” she murmured, lips inches from my ear as she lined me up at her entrance. “You want it, don’t you, baby? You want to fuck us on your own damn deck?”

She didn’t wait for an answer. She angled her hips and drove herself down in one brutal, perfect stroke, taking every inch of me inside her.

Summer’s cunt was molten, tight and supernaturally wet. She bottomed out, shivering, then started to ride, every motion sending her tits bouncing in wild, perfect arcs.

Kylie didn’t waste a second. She slipped in beside us, straddling my thigh, grinding her slick pussy against my skin while she squeezed her own breasts, putting on a show. Her moans were low, hungry, the kind of sound that promised hours of pleasure.

Summer rode me with rhythm, slow, grinding figure-eights of her hips that dragged my cock against every nerve ending. Her hands found my chest for leverage, nails scratching, and every now and then she’d lean in for a kiss, open-mouthed and shameless.

Kylie joined the action, leaning over to press her tits together, sandwiching my mouth between two perfect globes. I sucked and nipped, switching between Summer and Kylie, worshipping their bodies even as my cock throbbed inside the blonde bombshell on my lap.

As the tempo built, Summer started to come, her voice climbing, fingers white-knuckled on my shoulders as her pussy clamped down, milking my cock in slow, relentless pulses.

She screamed, body locked, tits quivering as the orgasm tore through her.

Kylie watched, eyes glazed with need, then shoved Summer aside and took her place.

She slammed down on my cock, impaling herself, and instantly set a brutal pace, hard, fast, unrelenting, her breasts bouncing so wild they nearly slapped her in the chin with every stroke.

She grabbed my hands and forced them onto her chest, squeezing her tits together, pinching her nipples until Kylie’s eyes rolled back.

“Yeah, that’s it, fuck me, baby, don’t hold back,” she panted, ass riding me so deep every stroke bottomed out, the shock of pleasure so thick I nearly blacked out.

Summer, not to be outdone, dove between us. She knelt at my side and brought her mouth to my balls, licking and sucking, then trailing up to circle her tongue around the base of my cock every time it slammed into Kylie.

Kylie’s pussy was tighter than a fist, clutching and pulsing, and when she started to come, it was primal, a howl, a locked body, every muscle shaking as she rode out the aftershocks.

Summer helped her, reaching around to rub her clit, and Kylie convulsed again, a fresh wave of pleasure rolling through her so wild she nearly collapsed.

They swapped again, this time working as a team: both women braced on either side of my lap, four gorgeous tits mashed together, sweat and heat and moonlight catching every curve. Their mouths crashed in a kiss over my head, tongues tangling, hands wrapped together around my cock as they stroked in perfect, pornographic unison.

“Hold on, baby. We want to taste you,” Summer whispered, then dropped her mouth to the tip, sucking hard while Kylie squeezed the shaft between her breasts, fucking me with cleavage so soft and perfect I nearly detonated on the spot.

Each time I hit the edge, they’d slow, tease me back, then ramp up the pleasure again, never letting me go, never letting the tension break.

Finally, Summer mounted me again, her pussy swallowing my cock in a molten rush. She rode slow, milking every inch, her tits bouncing and glistening in the moonlight, hair splayed wild down her back.

Kylie knelt behind her, kissing and biting her neck, hands roaming over the perfect orbs of Summer’s chest, pinching nipples so hard Summer gasped.

Kylie and Summer crashed their mouths together, bodies pressed so tightly I could see their ribs expand between kisses, swallowing each other in a slick, desperate tangle. Summer’s hair was a wild gold veil clinging to Kylie's cheeks, her hands sunk into Kylie’s shoulders as if she’d drown without the anchor. Kylie palmed the back of Summer’s head, holding her perfectly in place, while her other hand crept down to cup the curve of Summer’s left tit, thumb circling the nipple, teasing it harder until Summer whimpered into her mouth.

I fucked upward into Summer, unable to hold still, feeling her clasp around me with every thrust. Summer’s pussy rippled along my shaft, velvet and heat, gripping tighter each time I bottomed out. Her back arched, and she rode me with a rolling, insistent rhythm that sent shock after shock of pleasure up my spine. Summer broke her kiss with Kylie to gasp for air, mouth open, eyes glazed over with pure need. Sweat ran down her neck and pooled between those perfect breasts, catching the moonlight in silver streaks.

Kylie leaned forward, hair falling over one shoulder, and bit gently at Summer’s earlobe, then trailed her tongue down Summer’s throat before latching onto the tip of a nipple. Summer jolted, grinding down harder on my cock, her hands scrambling for leverage against my chest. I grabbed her hips, fingers sinking into her soft flesh, and fucked up into her, faster, harder, matching every pulse of pleasure with my own.

“You feel so good, baby,” Summer gasped, shuddering. “So fucking deep.”

Kylie laughed, a low, delighted sound, and slid her hand between Summer’s legs, finding my cock as it disappeared inside her. She twisted her wrist around the base, squeezing, then pressed her thumb up to Summer’s clit and rubbed in tight, brutal circles. Summer shrieked, nails raking down my arms, and started to clamp down with every stroke. I could feel myself getting close, a wild hot tension building in my gut, and I gritted my teeth as Summer’s pussy fought to drag my come out.

They kissed again, greedy and open-mouthed, until Kylie pulled away to look down at where I was buried inside her friend.

“Fuck, you’re making her crazy,” Kylie said, voice a delicious taunt. “I want to see you fill her up. I want to see you come so hard it leaks out.”

Summer wrestled her mouth free, caught my eyes, and rode me even harder, hips slamming down so our bodies slapped together in the humid dark. “I want it all,” she begged, hands cupping her own breasts, squeezing them together for my viewing pleasure. “Don’t hold back, baby. Give me everything.”

Kylie’s hand on my cock made every stroke sharper, more intense, and she leaned in to whisper, “You know you’re allowed to come. You’ve earned it.”

That sense of unity, of animal need and trust, hit me so hard I nearly lost control then and there. My vision narrowed to the three of us and the ocean and the wild pulse of the night.

When I finally let go, I could feel the orgasm boiling up from my toes, a dense, unstoppable heat. I grabbed Summer’s ass and pulled her down onto me, every inch of my cock sunk inside, and exploded so hard my body arched up off the cushions.

The first jet of cum hit so deep that Summer froze, her pussy fluttering in wild, involuntary spasms. She didn’t slow, though; she doubled down, rolling her hips and milking me for every drop, her own orgasm surfacing along with mine. Her voice was raw silk, a drawn-out moan as she collapsed forward, tits mashed against my chest, face buried in my neck.

My load flooded her, a molten rush I could feel leaking back onto my balls as Summer’s cunt squeezed down, refusing to let anything escape. The mess was sticky, hot, and everywhere, proof of what we’d become, a single, writhing creation, made of sweat and salt and sex.

Kylie watched with wild-eyed delight, stroking and squeezing us both, then bent down to lick the line of cum that escaped where I was still buried inside Summer. She sucked it clean, then flicked her tongue up Summer’s spine before planting a victorious kiss on Summer’s shoulder.

Summer shuddered, boneless and slack, and let herself slide off my lap, collapsing onto the pile of cushions next to me. She giggled, half-crazed, then rolled over to face us, cum leaking between her thighs and painting the tops of her tanned legs.

Kylie wasted no time. She crawled over me, eyes locked on mine, and swung one leg around so she straddled my hips reverse cowgirl, her ass a perfect, athletic sculpture in the blue-white moonlight.

She braced herself on my knees, and in one quick move, impaled herself on my still-hard, slick cock. She was hot, tighter even than Summer, and the fresh angle damn near made me come again on the spot.

Kylie bounced, flexing every muscle, taking me over and over as her tits swayed in impossible arcs with every stroke.

Kylie didn’t just bounce, she fucking soared, grinding her ass down with such violence that the slap of skin-on-skin echoed off the deck and out across the bay. Every muscle in her legs and back flexed and shimmered as she rode me, her knuckles white on my knees, her head thrown back so far she looked like a living, gasping sculpture. She met each thrust with a punishing counterstroke, making sure I felt every millimeter, every obscene squeeze of her cunt, until I was seeing tracers behind my eyelids.

She was relentless, the kind of primal, sweat-soaked ballerina who existed for this, ruthless, greedy, not just chasing her own orgasm but determined to drag mine out of me as many times as she could before I blacked out. I felt the heat rising so fast I almost pitied myself, and maybe I whimpered, maybe I begged, but Kylie only grinned and moved faster, riding my cock like she could break it off and keep it as a trophy.

Summer, sprawled next to me and glistening with sweat, cheered her on like a ringside coach, stroking herself with lazy circles as she watched Kylie’s ass pump up and down. Her eyes never left us, and every time I looked over, she met my gaze with a fire that dared me to give up, to lose control, to let go and become part of the animal chaos.

“Fuck, you’re gonna make me—” I started, but Kylie cut me off by slamming down and grinding with a cruel twist, the velvet heat of her pussy locking my cock in a vise of pure sensation.

“Do it. Give it to me. I want to feel you in me,” she hissed over her shoulder, eyes wild and hungry. “Mark me as yours.”

At the edge, I grabbed her hips and slammed deep, pulling her flush against my body, my cock buried so far inside her I felt fused to her backbone. The orgasm hit with the violence of a lightning strike, boiling up from somewhere ancient and animal, and I exploded inside her, wave after wave, so much cum it overflowed and ran slick down to my balls, dripping onto the cushions and the deck below.

Kylie arched back, moaning to the sky, her whole body shimmering with heat, her hands flying up to cup her own tits, squeezing them as her pussy convulsed around me in a series of ferocious aftershocks. Her orgasm was a living thing, and she rode it all the way, milking me for every last drop, until we both collapsed, panting and half-delirious with pleasure.

Even after I’d emptied myself, they didn’t stop.

Kylie stayed impaled on my cock, squeezing and rolling her hips to coax every ounce out of me, while Summer crawled up between my legs and started to lick the mess where our bodies met, tongue hot and insistent as she lapped up every drop that spilled out.

They took turns sucking me clean, Summer’s lips kissing every drop of cum from Kylie’s pussy, then swapping to share it in a messy, lewd kiss. Kylie licked my shaft, milking every bead, her eyes locked to mine the whole time.

We collapsed, bodies tangled, every inch sticky and raw, the sea breeze cooling our sweat but never our connection.

They curled up on either side, both naked, both radiant, their breasts mashed against my arms and chest, heartbeats wild as the surf.

For a long, perfect moment, we just stared at the stars, orbiting as one, no secrets left.

Summer was first to speak, her voice soft as confession.

“I love you. Both of you. I’ve never felt more myself, more seen, or more right.”

Kylie hugged me tighter, pressing her tits to my ribs. “We’re unstoppable together. This—us? It’s everything I ever wanted.”

I kissed them both, slow and messy, letting the salt and sweat and taste of sex fuse us together.

“This is just the beginning,” I whispered, feeling the words burn through every old doubt. “You’re mine. I’m yours. All in.”

They both nodded, breath shaky, hands gripping me like a lifeline.

We drifted, afloat on the current of heat and hope, until the world faded to silver and the only thing left was the rhythm of three hearts fused, alive, unbreakable.

The new day hovered at the lip of the world, waiting for us.

But here, under the stars, we’d already claimed forever.


Chapter sixteen
Bermuda Sunrise


If there’s a reset button for the soul, it’s sunrise in a new harbor.

Dawn hit the water so hard it looked like someone had torched the horizon—molten gold, sheets of blinding silver, everything on deck painted in the kind of light that makes even secrets look clean. Bermuda rose in front of us, weirdly bright against the haze, pastel rooftops stacked along the cliffs, every palm a perfect silhouette against the waking sky.

I stood at the helm, feet planted wide, hands steady on the wheel. True North sliced the approach like she was born for this, barely a shiver in her hull; autopilot wasn’t just optional, it would’ve been an insult to a morning like this.

Every system purred in the green: battery banks at ninety-seven, nav suite flawless, engines humming with a confidence I wished I could fake for myself. The whole yacht felt primed, like a runner at the edge of the block, waiting for the gun.

Down the companionway, I caught snatches of laughter, Kylie’s unmistakable, sharp and hungry, and Summer’s, drifting lighter, like windchimes in a hurricane. The women of my undoing, already plotting the next move.

But up here, it was all business. Fingers curved around the throttle, I eased us in, zigged to avoid a tourist cat, zagged to line up with the pilot marker, every motion ripped straight from a thousand late nights fighting for precision on boats less forgiving than this one.

The dockmaster hailed us on VHF. I replied, clipped and cool, hiding the fact that my chest felt like it was about to explode out of pride and panic. I should’ve been distracted, should’ve been hungover from three-way sex and zero sleep, but the only thing I felt was alive.

Gold light ran like honey over the deck. It kissed every stainless fitting, every rail, turning True North into something royal. If the sponsors wanted a hero, I’d give them one: the king of his castle, even if the castle doubled as a harem hotel and crime scene.

I called the crew up. Kylie and Summer emerged first, barefoot, hair still wild, grins locked to their faces. Summer wore my old t-shirt and nothing else, and the sight nearly made me miss the next turn. She caught my glance, lips curving with private satisfaction.

Kylie sprawled into the cockpit, eyes narrowed against the glare, and tossed me a wink that might as well have been a stake through the heart.

“Looking good, Cap,” Summer said, voice smoky with the memory of last night. “You gonna show the island boys how it’s done?”

“Just try not to flash the customs agents,” I said, deadpan, eyes on the bow.

I throttled back. Wind dropped. The slip opened up, wide as temptation.

A quick sequence, engine to idle, bow thruster tapped twice, then Kylie tossed the stern line like she was built for it, rope singing through the air, cleat caught on the first try. She always made it look easy.

Summer handled the bow, bracing against the rail as if daring the world to let her fall.

The yacht settled, barely a jolt. True North came to rest with an attitude I could only envy: zero drama, all poise.

Then I was on the dock, lines in hand, moving fast and decisively. My palms stung from the salt-coated rope, the muscles in my back flexed and thrilled to finally, finally drop anchor in paradise.

Every fender was perfect, every knot was art. I double-checked stem to stern, then climbed aboard, wiped clean the last of the salt spray, and let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

Physical relief is easy. The real tension lives somewhere deeper.

By the time I hit the nav station for the sponsor call, my skin buzzed from the contact high of nailing the landing. I could’ve poured a drink and lit a smoke if I’d been any of my old sailing mentors, but I settled for a splash of cold water and the adrenaline rush of knowing I’d pulled off the impossible: a flawless thirty-day run, two viral muses, and no bodies overboard.

The satcom link snapped on, the screen filling with the preening, ever-hungry face of Pearson, our lead sponsor rep. He looked even more caffeinated than usual, eyes dancing as he scanned the digital logs.

“Captain Everett, you magnificent bastard! I’ve got board members hounding me at six in the morning begging for your numbers. I hope they’re as good as the preview.”

I let him sweat for a beat. Then, voice smooth as engine oil: “True North, day thirty. Docked in St. George’s, Bermuda, slip B-12. Main engine performance optimal, fuel reserves sixty-eight percent, all electronics green across the board. Battery trending ninety-seven. No mechanical faults, no safety incidents. Crew morale off the charts. Your target metrics for social engagement? Doubled. Sponsor reels prepped and ready for upload by 0900.”

Pearson’s jaw literally dropped, which made the next part even sweeter.

He recovered with a laugh. “Jesus Christ. You could run for President, Cole. Our analytics team has never seen numbers like these.” He scanned something offscreen, then shook his head in disbelief. “Your girls, Summer and Kylie, they’re a social media nuke. The Miami presentation is now a full-on board showcase. We’re flying out your crew for the pitch next week. Can you have True North and your stars ready?”

A flicker of Summer and Kylie flashed in my head, the way they’d tangled on deck the night before and in my bed after, the way their bodies felt pressed to mine, the way even now their banter could break my concentration at fifty yards.

“I’ll have them ready,” I said, steady. “You’ll get a show nobody will ever forget.”

Pearson grinned. “That’s what I like to hear. Confirm your arrival in Miami, one week from today. I’ll book the slot, prep the press. Anything else we need to know?”

I thought about it. Thought about all the lies I wasn’t telling.

“No, sir. Heading is true, team is locked, and the boat could sail around the world tomorrow if you needed.”

He barked a laugh. “That’s the Everett I remember. Buckle up, Captain. This is just the beginning.”

We signed off. I let the silence ring.

The moment the link dropped, I exhaled and scanned the deck. My world, my mess, my responsibility.

And there they were, right on cue: Summer and Kylie caught in a slant of sunlight at the rail, heads together, sharing a grin that made my blood spark. They watched me, not as bystanders, but as co-conspirators. Women who’d seen every last inch of me, who wanted more, who were staked deeper in my future than any sponsor could predict.

Kylie’s hand found Summer’s at the rail. For a second, they didn’t move, just drank me in, Captain, sinner, lover, broken man standing in the aftermath of his own victory.

The yacht hummed. The light went more gold, less forgiving.

I squared my shoulders and grinned back, knowing that if we could survive this, if we could hold together past thirty days and all the old ghosts, then maybe, just maybe, I’d figure out how to be a king that deserved his queens.

The secrets weren’t going away.

But neither were they.

And for once, the world felt almost safe, at least until the next storm.

***

If the first scene was sunrise glory, this was the festival that always followed: every surface alive with voices, laughter, and the low, hungry hum of possibility.

The moment the dock lines cinched tight, the main deck kicked into action. The girls shed their sleepy afterglow and snapped into efficiency, each one playing her role with the kind of practiced flare you’d expect from a cast of Olympic medalists and reality show legends.

Emma was the hurricane at the center. Barefoot, hair braided tight for battle, she clutched a battered clipboard and stalked the corridor, barking out orders with the calm authority of a nurse who’d seen it all because she had. She checked every name against both the ship’s log and the customs sheet, stopping only to glare at anyone who thought about interrupting her rhythm.

“Lila, I need the printout for the manifests—now, please!” Emma said, the “please” more a threat than a kindness.

Lila materialized at her elbow, arms stacked with paperwork thicker than a law review. She wore yoga shorts and a tank, hair swept into a glossy tail, blue eyes sharp as cut glass.

“All set,” she said softly, flipping straight to the right page. “I flagged the allergy notations, and marked the customs forms by cabin number.”

Emma paused, then flashed a rare, real smile. “You’re a lifesaver, Lila.”

“I try,” Lila said. But her gaze slid over the top of the papers, finding me at the end of the corridor. She held it for a full three seconds, a silent greeting, and a promise of more, if I ever made time to look closer.

The rest of the crew pinged between stations with the energy of marbles in a blender. Tessa trailed Emma, arms full of notebooks, her golden anklet chiming against her ankle at every step. She scribbled on a fresh manuscript even as she walked, the motion so effortless it seemed like she’d been born to multitask.

Brooke, already dressed for conquest, stood at the salon hatch with Mark. Her newly-minted captain’s certificate gleamed brighter than the sun, and her posture, chin up, shoulders squared, left no doubt she’d memorized every protocol and footnote.

“You did more than memorize,” Mark said, beaming down at her. “You showed initiative. Tactical assessment. You could walk onto any vessel and run the deck. I’m proud of you, kid.”

Brooke’s smile cracked the perfect mask, just for a split second. Her eyes shimmered, real pride, unmistakable and raw.

“Thank you, Dad. I couldn’t have done it without the training. Cole pushed me beyond anything I ever expected.”

Mark spotted me through the crowd and raised his mug. “You’re building legends here, Everett.” For a military hardass, he sounded suspiciously close to getting choked up.

Brooke rolled her eyes at her dad’s heavy-handed praise, then caught me watching and mustered a formal salute. “I’ll schedule the first watch, Captain, once we start the next leg.”

“Wouldn’t trust anyone else,” I called back, keeping it light even as some pride leaked through the cracks.

Down the hall, the specter of my guilt waited. But on the surface, I kept the act airtight.

Tessa hovered at the nav station, chewing her lip, hair wild, her manuscript banded in blue ink. As I passed, she straightened her sundress and held out the pages, hands trembling just enough to make my heart twitch.

“These are for you,” Tessa said, her voice full of shyness and fierce wanting. “All six essays. I, uh… I didn’t sleep much last night. I just wanted them to be perfect.”

I took the bundle and our fingers brushed, warm, electric, lingering way too long for anyone pretending not to notice. For an instant, the rest of the world went silent: just me, Tessa, and the storm of confession hidden under college-ruled pages.

“You did great, Tessa,” I said, voice low. “I’ll read every line. I promise.”

Her cheeks flared pink, eyes wide, then she spun and darted away, hiding behind the bulk of Evan, her designated shadow.

Evan watched the whole exchange with the stoic patience of someone who’s already done the math and decided not to wage a fight he can’t win. He nodded at me, a silent tip of the hat, and put a steadying hand on Tessa’s shoulder.

Evan squeezed her shoulder. "You're going to kill it when we get the green light for the full trip," he said, his eyes lingering on her face before he flashed me a look, guarded, but not hostile. Something passed between us, man to man, about the way Tessa lit up at the mention of the circumnavigation.

Further aft, Adam and Mark commandeered the galley table and set up an impromptu war room. Both men had ditched their business armor for matching vacation polos, their faces still sunburned from the arrival run.

Adam slammed a fresh mug on the table and motioned me over. “Cole, my man. You see these numbers?” He jabbed at his phone. “Thirty percent higher engagement than the next best yacht. My daughter’s marketing genius combined with your captaincy? Unstoppable. You’re gonna have the sponsors in Miami eating out of your hand.”

Mark nodded, sipping dark coffee with the air of a man who’d been up since 0400. “Frankly, you’ve exceeded every expectation, Everett. Anyone can keep a yacht afloat, but you turned this into a show. You made it a damn legend.”

The weight of their praise hit harder than any of the old resentments or divorce scars. For a second, I didn’t know how to stand under it.

Adam clapped my shoulder, voice dropping so only I could hear. “I trust you with them, Cole. All of them, my girls, the crew, even the stories. You’re the best decision I ever made. Don’t ever doubt it.”

The words stabbed deep, a hot twist of guilt and obligation. If he knew about what had happened below deck, if he saw the way Kylie and Summer watched me, the way all my boundaries had eroded to nothing, he’d have my head.

But on the surface, I just grinned and made a joke about not burning the yacht down, and the next round of coffee broke the tension.

Around us, the girls kept up their ballet of logistics. Emma checked manifests, double-checked luggage, and even pulled Summer and Kylie aside to brief them on their roles for the sponsor event in Miami.

“Don’t let Cole do all the heavy lifting,” she told them, arching a brow in my direction. “He’ll never pace himself if you don’t intervene.”

Summer grinned, wrapping an arm around Emma’s waist. “I like a man who burns the candle at both ends. We’ll keep him out of trouble—promise.”

Kylie deadpanned, “Or we’ll be too busy enjoying the fireworks to notice.”

The girls cracked up, even Emma, who hid her smile behind a curtain of hair.

Lila was the silent efficiency at their backs: sorting, checking, flagging every potential snag before it could cost us a minute. She moved between clusters of women and men like a wraith, gathering secrets, smoothing tension rather than stirring it.

At one point, she passed me in the corridor, handed me a perfectly organized folder, and let her fingers brush my palm a second too long.

Low voice, no drama. “You did good, Captain.”

I watched her move away, that subtle perfume of vanilla and salt trailing after.

If there was a manual for navigating this many dangerous angles at once, I’d never seen it. All I had was instinct and the sense that every woman on this yacht, whether she knew it or not, was holding a piece of my future.

It was almost a relief when the scramble reached critical mass. The last of the bags lined up by the companionway, all documents checked, everything and everyone ready for inspection.

Emma called the huddle. "Everyone topside. We've got a show-and-tell before disembarkation. Summer's video. Get your phones ready, it's going viral before we even hit customs."

I grabbed the handrail and followed the herd up.

For a second, at the bottom of the ladder, I paused to watch them go: the parade of brilliant women, each one unique, each one a threat to my fragile sense of control. They laughed and jostled, trading barbs, promises, and glances, a whole pack of alphas and angels headed straight for the next big thing.

Adam and Mark trailed behind, mugs in hand, running strategy and dates for the Miami event.

“Monday is the board dinner,” Adam said, ticking off invisible boxes. “We’ll do the sponsor pitch Tuesday. Press Q&A Wednesday morning, then, if you haven’t been kidnapped by the influencer mob, Cole, you’ll take True North out for the VIP sunset sail. Sound right?”

I nodded, pretending not to panic at how public and permanent this had all become.

Mark added, “With you at the helm, it’s a lock. The circumnavigation is all but approved. They’d be insane not to back you.”

I mumbled something about ‘no such thing as a sure bet,’ but they weren’t buying it.

“You’re the sure bet,” Adam said, final. “If the world knew half of what you did for this crew, you’d be a legend already.”

He meant it as a compliment, but it landed like a confession.

The main salon emptied. Girls clustered on the deck in the gold haze, all of them still glowing from the thrill of the win, oblivious to the danger ticking just under my shirt.

Emma lingered at my side, bringing the clipboard up as a shield.

“You okay?” she murmured, voice lower. “You look wrung out.”

I tried to joke, but she saw through it. “You’re not alone, you know. If you ever need to talk, or just want a break from the circus, I’m always here.”

The words were simple, but they landed heavy and true. For a moment, I almost told her everything.

Instead, I promised to try harder to pace myself, and she squeezed my arm, eyes full of the kind of understanding that could only come from years of fixing everyone else first.

Then, Emma was gone, swept up by the next emergency, and I went up the ladder to face the future.

The parade paused at the threshold.

Outside, the deck was radiant, every angle soaked in sunlight and possibility.

Summer and Kylie sat at the bow, tablet queued and ready, faces lit by both the screen glow and the certainty that whatever came next, they’d own it.

The group crowded around, shoulder to shoulder, as if nobody wanted to admit this was really the end.

I took a deep breath. The air was sweet with salt, grilled pineapple, and the subtle tang of afterglow.

And as Summer tapped the play button, I braced myself.

This was the real legacy, the real proof of what we’d built: a crew, a found family, a carefully calibrated bomb of sex, trust, and ambition.

If there was ever a moment to be both proud and scared shitless, this was it.

***

The party didn’t start with fireworks. It started with a single tap, Summer’s finger poised over the tablet, the whole crew hushed.

She propped the screen between her knees, blue eyes flicking up, scanning the faces packed around her, some still sunburned from yesterday, some already halfway checked into the next adventure. Kylie flanked her, hair wild, barely holding a smirk as if she already knew what the video would do to us.

First frame: underwater chaos. The camera plunged into a reef explosion of color, fish circling, then Kylie and Summer chasing dolphins, their laughter louder than the bubbles. The edits were tight, no dead air, just one insane highlight after another. Lila’s perfect dive off the swim platform. Brooke at the wheel, hair ripped back, grinning like a pirate queen. The sound mix was sharp, every splash and shriek perfectly threaded.

Gasps all around. Even Mark, who could probably survive a Navy SEAL dunk tank, leaned in, eyes wide as he caught the speed and control of the boat ripping past a storm squall.

Then came the deck highlights: dinners wild with laughter, Emma cackling as she painted Adam’s face with whipped cream, Tessa and Lila wrestling a tray of pastries like tiny berserkers. The party footage was bananas, champagne showers, Summer and Kylie locked in a mock dance battle, the rest of the table in hysterics.

But the part that hit the hardest? The sunset sequences.

Summer and Kylie had nailed the magic hour: silhouette shots at the bow, skin turned gold, hair backlit so every movement looked like it belonged in a Netflix sizzle reel. There was a cut of me at the helm, hands on the wheel, Summer’s arms wrapped around my waist as I navigated past a shallow cut. We looked like a family, tired, hungry, and fused together by every hard-won second offshore.

The video snapped from high to low: storm emergency, wild winds, me and Brooke wrestling sails, everyone shouting but also, somehow, laughing. Then a jump cut to Tessa’s soft voice, reading a single line from her journal: “Sometimes the smallest kindness is what keeps a person afloat.”

I didn’t even remember them filming that.

By the time the sizzle reel crashed to a close, thunderous music, drone shot of the True North rolling into Bermuda’s blue harbor, nobody breathed for a good ten seconds.

Emma was the first to break. “Jesus, Summer. You made us look like rock stars. I don’t even recognize myself, and I was there!”

Adam barked a laugh. “That’s my girl! Kylie, how are the numbers? Tell me we’ve already trended.”

Kylie didn’t even pretend not to check her phone. Her thumbs danced. Her whole face lit up.

“Guys, this is insane. Sponsor clip just hit one hundred thousand views in the first twenty minutes. And the influencers? They’re blowing up my inbox. We just went viral on three different platforms.”

She leapt to her feet and busted out her signature “Kylie wins Internet” move, a hip-pop, a spin, and a bounce that made her tank top do things that should have been illegal. It was a literal shot to my system. My cock twitched just watching her.

Summer shrieked and joined her in the dance, hair flying, both girls spinning for the cameras and for each other. Pure dopamine.

Adam beamed. “You see that, people? That’s marketing genius. I don’t care what the board says, they’re gonna eat this up. Cole, you’ve got the two best in the business locked in and loaded.”

Even Mark, who’d usually be prepping a ten-point critique, just nodded and lifted his coffee in salute. “Impressive. Highest marks for operational excellence and creative sabotage. You outplayed every yacht on the water.”

The laughter and celebration spun through the crowd, everyone replaying their favorite moments. Lila and Tessa huddled over the tablet, rewinding the dolphin chase. Brooke, ever the boss, grinned as she watched herself nail the docking maneuver. Evan peeked over Tessa’s shoulder, soaking it in without a trace of envy.

As the wave of woo-hoos and applause died down, Adam took command.

“Okay, logistics. Official plans. The rest of us head to shore, clear customs, and get settled for Miami. Cole, you’re booked for the sponsor presentation. You still bringing your crew?”

Summer set down the tablet, her eyes on me. Somehow, she made even a logistics answer sound like a lover’s confession.

“Everyone, Kylie and I have decided to stay with Captain. We’ll help him prep the yacht for Miami and the next run. There’s a ton of content to edit, and we don’t want to miss a second.”

Kylie added, “Plus, let’s be honest, the sponsors expect us to show for every reel and every event. Why would we leave the star player hanging?”

Adam looked between them and, God bless the guy, just laughed. “Well, it’s about time somebody tamed my daughter. You two do what you do best. But try not to fight over Cole, okay? He only has so much bandwidth.”

Lila and Tessa both broke into applause, and even Brooke smirked as she caught the not-so-subtle undertones in the conversation.

I scratched the back of my neck, half embarrassed, half delighted.

Mark raised an eyebrow, lips twitching. “The lines of authority on this crew are getting a little blurry, Everett. But if it works, don’t fix it.”

Nobody was pretending anymore: not about the crew, not about the burgeoning harem, not about the fact that for the first time in my life, I was surrounded, outnumbered, even, by women who’d decided what they wanted, and decided to stay.

The deck sizzled with the new reality.

For a heartbeat, I just let myself enjoy it. The sun, the laughter, the crush of bodies and purpose. Summer curled up beside me, eyes bright. Kylie dropped into my lap, draped her arms around my neck, and grinned like she’d just scored the game-winner.

Adam clinked his mug to mine and said, “You did it, Captain. You built something nobody’s ever seen before. Miami’s not going to know what hit them.”

For once, I believed him.

The moment crackled then everyone scattered to start packing, hugging, and saying early goodbyes.

But the energy of the video, and the fire in the eyes of my girls, told me things weren’t cooling off any time soon.

Summer squeezed my hand under the table, her thumb running lazy circles on my skin. Kylie pulled out her phone, locked in on her numbers, but every now and then she’d look up and catch my gaze, secretive, hungry, knowing all the hours we were about to have, alone at last.

It was the start of something wild.

And this time, I wasn’t going to let it slip away.

***

Nobody warns you that the hardest goodbyes happen in public, on deck, in full view, with the echo of the party still humming through your nerves.

If you looked from shore, it was just a group of pretty girls and two sunburned dads, lined up at the rail with designer luggage and arms full of memories. But from inside the storm, every handshake and hug carried a private weight, a legacy, a warning, a wish.

The tenders idled at the dock, their drivers leaning on horns, but nobody rushed this crew. They’d earned their drama.

Emma reached me first, bridging the space between us with the natural assurance of someone who knew exactly what she was about. The clipboard was gone, abandoned in favor of her true instrument: compassion, naked and unobstructed. Thirty days of sunlight had worked some alchemy on her, bleaching her honey-brown hair into pure, sunlit honey, and the effect was so striking it threw me off-balance, a double-take, a flicker of confusion, half-expecting Kylie’s features in Emma’s face and bracing against the possibility of letting something slip.

She closed in, the floral dress softening her silhouette, and wrapped her arms around me. The hug was firm, yet there was a yielding to it, a gentleness that lingered long after she’d pulled away, like the aftertaste of a wave that had carried you up and then deposited you gently on the sand. I could still feel her warmth pressed against me, the distinct impression she left, as if I might find myself reaching for it whenever the tide went out.

“Promise me you’ll eat. And sleep. And actually let someone take care of you for once,” she murmured, lips brushing my ear. For a heartbeat, she didn’t let go.

Lust crackled through me, a hot, reckless current that danced down my spine, every nerve lighting up as it shot straight to my toes. “I promise,” I said, voice unsteady.

She squeezed tighter. “You’re not alone, Cole. You’ve never been. No matter what happens, you always have me.”

I ran a hand down her back, wanting to say something honest, something she could keep. But all that came out was, “Thank you for never letting me drown.”

Emma smiled, all warmth, eyes shining. “That’s what families do.”

When she finally stepped back, there was a hint of goodbye in her face, but mostly there was hope for our reunion.

Brooke was next, flawless, controlled. The platinum hair, the pressed linen. She stopped a regulation three feet away, then snapped off the cleanest, sharpest salute I’d ever seen.

“Permission to disembark, Captain?” she said, deadpan.

I tried not to laugh. “Permission granted. But only if you promise to outrun every other woman at the helm from here to Gibraltar.”

She smirked, but then, softer, “Thank you. For believing in me. I—” For a second, the mask slipped. “It changed everything.”

The honesty landed, then retreated behind her perfect posture. She turned, directed her trunks onto the tender, and never once looked back. Pure Brooke.

Tessa moved in gentle, slow. Her sundress fluttered around her knees, and her notebook was clutched to her chest like a life jacket.

“I’m not great at this,” she confessed, voice trembling. “But you changed me. You made me braver. And—” her green eyes flicked to my face, searching, “I hope you’ll write to me. Even if it’s just numbers and weather. I want to know how it feels, after.”

I considered pulling her into a hug, but she beat me to it, wrapping both arms around my ribs and holding on tight. She smelled like coconut and vanilla and the clean hope of new beginnings.

“Your words are magic, Tessa,” I whispered. “Don’t ever stop.”

She nodded, eyes shiny. Then, as if worried she’d break, she vanished toward the tender, Evan in her wake.

He didn’t try to outshine the moment. Just nodded at me, then at the girls, and that was enough.

Lila waited at the end, her turn quiet but fierce. Her hands were cold, but her eyes blazed.

She hugged me, slow and deep, her body pressed against mine not for show, but because she needed it, maybe more than she could ever say.

As she pulled back, her fingers brushed the back of my neck, slow, almost proprietary.

She leaned in, lips at my ear, and whispered: “When I come back, I want a real talk. Just you, me, and a bottle of wine. I left too much unsaid.”

Her words, sultry-sweet and shining with heat, hit me like a jolt. The warmth of her breath ghosted against my skin, and my cock thickened, straining where it pressed against her exquisite body. My pulse hammered out a savage rhythm in my veins; adrenaline spiked, white-hot, as I fought the wild urge to slide my hands over that flawless ass, to grip and savor every inch. My thoughts scattered under her spell, body caught between the aching need to take and the desperate will to hold back.

Instead, I fought for composure and squeezed her hand, promising, “I’d like that.”

Lila slipped away, only glancing back once, her blue eyes loaded with secrets.

Then the parade was over.

Adam and Mark drifted in, mugs swapped for bottled water, their faces both proud and a little stunned at how quickly the yacht had emptied out.

Adam clapped me on the back and crowded in close. “You gonna survive without us? What am I saying, with those two at your side, you’re probably never gonna sleep again.”

I laughed, real and unguarded. “They keep me on my toes.”

He grew serious. “You were made for this, Cole. The yacht, the women, the whole show. Miami will be your homecoming moment. Don’t let the board or the press make you forget who you are. Compass never lies, right?”

Mark joined in, his handshake a bone crusher. “I’ll handle the security brief for Miami. You just keep the performance tight. True North is in the best hands possible. We’ll see you at the presentation.”

We mapped out the plan, VIP rooms, press schedules, even an escape route, just in case. Then, with one last salute and a sidelong wink for Summer and Kylie, the men boarded their tender, leaving the yacht empty. For the first time in years, there was no buffer between me and the future.

The harbor was quiet, except for the low burble of the engines and the lazy scream of gulls.

I turned to find Summer and Kylie flanking me, as if they’d planned it.

Summer slipped her hand into mine, small but strong, her thumb painting lazy circles on my pulse.

Kylie pressed against my right side, head on my shoulder, her body heat a dare and a comfort both at once.

The three of us stood at the rail, the sun throwing long shadows across the deck.

For a second, nobody spoke.

We just watched the tenders shrink, watched the women and men of my old life fade into the bright Bermuda haze.

It hit me, then: this was our reset button. Every secret, every tangled night, every reckless hope now anchored in thirty meters of blue water and a whole month alone.

Summer turned, her eyes locked on mine, and smiled, reckless, unashamed, hungry.

Kylie tightened her grip, her fingers lacing through my free hand. “So, Cap,” she said, low enough that only we heard, “what do you want to do first? The forecast says zero chance of holding back.”

I grinned, hungry and terrified. “I want to have it all. Right here, right now.”

The girls pressed in closer, their bodies fusing to mine, three hearts pounding hard in the sun.

On the empty deck, promises were easy.

But this was more than a promise. This was ours.

A harem, a family, a future built on wild risk and the kind of love that never asked permission.

We faced the horizon, no rules, no limits, just the endless blue and the certainty that, whatever came next, we’d take it together.

The world had no idea what was coming.

But we did.

And it started right here.


Chapter seventeen
Sponsor Stipulations


If there’s a grand stage for captains, it’s the Miami marina. Every inch of it dripped with money, ego, and the shine of boats that cost more than most houses. Now picture me steering Summer and Kylie through the glass-encased corridors of the Bayfront Hotel, into a conference room where the only thing sharper than the view was the sense that everything we’d fought for came down to this one, perfect hour.

A week had passed. Seven days alone on True North, with no one but my two women and the hungers that kept us up half the night. The harem fantasy wasn’t just real; it was woven into the fabric of every early morning, every lazy breakfast, every offhand touch, every time we woke, sticky and tangled, and remembered we never had to pretend for each other again.

But the game face came on the minute we hit the marble-tiled lobby.

Summer wore a soft blue dress that, on anyone else, would have looked demure. On her, it was a rebellion, clinging to every curve, tiny darts of gold threading the fabric, sleeves fluttering like the sails that first brought her to me. Her hair was down, wild as always, but she’d tamed it just enough that it screamed intentional rather than accident. Her feet were bare, of course, but she’d slipped on a pair of gold sandals for formality’s sake. The flash at her ankle? A braided bracelet, most likely inspired by Tessa.

Kylie went for the kill: white tailored pants, a cropped blazer in deep navy, hair up in a messy power bun that dared anyone to challenge her. The tank beneath was cut low enough to hint at the body every sponsor in the room had been drooling over for weeks, but the effect was pure confidence. Her eyes, lined fierce, latched onto every movement in the corridor. If the Miami press wanted to see what the next-gen marketing exec looked like, she was it.

Me? I surrendered to custom: navy blazer, crisp linen shirt, logo pin just subtle enough to signal True North without screaming it. My shoes were polished. My jaw was clean. If you forgot the sweat still drying on my skin from the threesome we’d experienced only two hours ago, I looked every inch the model captain.

As we reached the doors, I caught a final glance from Summer, supportive, luminous, and loaded with memories. The way she’d curled into my chest that morning, her thigh draped over mine, the scent of her skin still ghosting my senses. Kylie brushed invisible lint from my shoulder and gave me a nod that was pure electricity.

This was our new normal. Private chaos, public perfection.

We stepped inside.

The conference room could’ve been a movie set: floor-to-ceiling windows pouring Miami sun across a burnished wood table, expensive tablets arrayed like weapons, six sponsor reps perched in chairs that looked more comfortable than anything back on the yacht. Their faces were all angles, suspicion, hunger, curiosity. The view behind them was the marina, every berth packed with yachts that paled next to True North.

I suppressed a grin. They had no idea what was coming.

The introductions were short and tactical. Victoria, the lead, silver-haired, her jewelry understated but worth more than my old dockhouse, welcomed us with a handshake firm enough to qualify as a test. Pearson was there too, our official sponsor liaison, dressed to the nines and hanging in the back like he’d been born to hover at the edges of stuff like this. This wasn’t his show, not really, but he never dropped the smile. He kept watching, eyes laser-locked on the action and lit up with cash-register glint, the dollar signs almost popping out and bouncing through his head as he took it all in.

Beside Victoria, a pair of younger execs in matching suits and dentist-office smiles, plus a wedge of analysts whose eyes never left their screens. At the end, a CFO, already tapping his stylus like he had three other meetings lined up.

They offered water, coffee, but I waved them both off. I needed my edge sharp and undiluted. The men’s eyes tracked the girls, a magnetic pull of starstruck awe mixing with bare hunger, the kind that hung in the air like static before a storm. They had spent weeks drooling over footage of the girls in their tiny bikinis and now here they were, sitting face-to-face with future celebrities in the making.

We sat, Kylie on my right, Summer on my left, and I swear the tension in the air was so thick you could slice it with a bow knife.

Victoria nodded for me to begin.

I stood, straightened my blazer, and let my hands rest at the edge of the podium. My heart pounded like a racehorse, but my voice was steady.

“Thank you for having us. I’ll keep it tight, but if there’s one thing this voyage proved, it’s that old rules don’t win new races.”

First slide: True North at sea, her profile knifing through blue like she owned the horizon.

“Engine efficiency up three percent over the last charter. Battery banks running above manufacturer spec, zero faults on the main bus, no downtime even during the squall off San Juan. Navigation precision? We hit every port within a ten-minute window, never once missing a deadline or a sponsor deliverable.”

I fired through the metrics: fuel savings, mechanical reliability, even the improved returns on solar when Summer tweaked the panel angle on day thirteen. Every number was a stone in my wall of composure. Every slide, a shield. Safety incidents? Zero. Guest complaints? Also zero.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Summer’s profile. Her lashes rested dark against her cheek, mouth barely curved, blue gaze locked on me like I was the only story that mattered. The distraction was instantaneous. My cock twitched, remembering how her mouth tasted that morning, how her body molded to mine after we had climaxed together.

I snapped back to the slides.

“Crew performance was exceptional. We ran sixteen content shoots in thirty days, plus bonus reels for cross-brand sponsors. Main cabin utilization was maximized, hot tub and swim platform averaged two full reels per day, and our operational uptime stayed in the green, even with twelve-hour filming marathons.”

Kylie gave a little nod, subtle as a sniper shot, and I latched onto it for courage. The nod meant: you’ve got this. It also meant: remember who owns your balls tonight.

“True North is the only yacht in the pilot that returned with above-threshold engagement and a crew still… united,” I said, letting the word hang just long enough. “I’d argue the chemistry is our secret sauce.”

A ripple ran through the room. Victoria smiled, a little sharper. The younger guy in the suit leaned forward, tapping his fingers.

I rolled on. I presented environmental numbers, sponsor deliverables, even a chart of digital reach that made the other teams look like they’d been napping since Fort Lauderdale.

But inside? My mind kept wandering to the women flanking me. The bruise-high mark on Kylie’s neck, hidden by her blazer and makeup. The place, just above Summer’s knee, where a yellowed fingerprint told its own obscene story. The way their bodies shifted against me under the night sky, the way we’d learned to breathe as a unit.

I cleared my throat, fighting the heat that threatened to betray me.

“There’s more to these results than data. The real story is in what the crew accomplished. We built a family out of strangers. We transformed challenge into unity, doubt into inspiration. You wanted a show; we gave you a movement.”

Summer squeezed my wrist under the table, a move invisible to everyone but us. The memory of her hand there, earlier, guiding me inside her, nearly derailed my pitch.

I switched the final slide. It was a summary, numbers glowing green, True North a bold silhouette at sunset.

“In short, we delivered on every promise. And then some.”

A hush. Even the Miami air seemed to still, as if the whole city was holding its breath for what came next.

I sat down, not trusting myself to stand any longer. Summer and Kylie bracketed me, two parts temptation, one part salvation.

For a beat, nobody said a word.

Then Victoria smiled, steepling her fingers.

“Captain Everett,” she said, “you make it sound effortless. But we saw the raw footage. The weather wasn’t always on your side. How did you keep the crew motivated and the energy so… high?”

I glanced at Summer, then Kylie.

“Trust,” I said, honest because there was no other way. “I trusted them to bring their best, every day. They trusted me not to waste it.”

Victoria’s eyes sharpened, but this time with a look I’d seen before. Pure, predatory delight.

The questions came in machine-gun bursts. Had the team faced challenges balancing professional and personal boundaries? What was the secret to keeping the reels so spontaneous, so captivating? How did I manage to keep “crew unity” while also outperforming yachts with twice the staff?

Every answer was a dance on a razor. I gave them technical, I gave them tactics, but under the surface, my nerves sizzled. The entire time, I could feel Summer’s knee pressed to mine in solidarity, and I could smell Kylie’s perfume, something citrusy and sharp, every time she shifted in her chair.

There was nothing accidental about their support.

My professional mask held, but the subtext was a live wire. I was half certain at least two people in the room suspected something deeper about us. Maybe they even wanted to.

I wrapped up the Q&A on autopilot, shifting posture, unclenching my grip on the edge of the table only when I realized I’d left little nail marks in the lacquer. My smile? All business. My heart? Feral, thumping loud enough I wondered if the mic caught it.

Summer spoke next, but for now, I sat back, letting the women take over, pride and panic duking it out under my skin.

Because if anyone could make this crew unforgettable, it was the two goddesses at my side.

But that was for the next round.

For now, I’d survived the gauntlet.

The only question was, had I pulled it off because I was a great captain, or because the women beside me were already rewriting the rules about what made a crew unbreakable?

Either way, game on.

***

The second the numbers faded, Summer owned the room.

She rose with a dancer’s grace, blue dress catching the light, and all the nervous energy that haunted the table vanished. Even Victoria, battle-hardened CEO, leaned in as Summer cued up the first reel.

“Let’s start at the beginning,” she said, voice feather-soft but carrying like a bell, “because you can’t fake what happens in ocean light.”

The flatscreens lit up: underwater shots of Kylie, GoPro clamped to her wrist, diving through a cathedral of reef. Schools of blue-striped fish scattered like lightning as she arced through the frame. The dolphins, oh, the dolphins. Summer had caught them at sunrise, silver bodies streaking the bow, every movement so crisp you could almost feel the spray. Then the deck scenes appeared, dinner parties gone wild, Emma’s impromptu dance lesson, Tessa and Lila doubled over laughing, half the women in impossibly skimpy bikinis but somehow making it look like high art instead of soft porn.

Summer narrated as the images flowed: “I don’t script moments. I catch them. Most brands want a highlight reel, but we wanted connection. The camera lives everywhere: at the swim platform when Kylie’s launching herself into the blue, in the galley when Emma’s prepping food three ways for three diets, at the navigation table where even a mistake becomes a teaching moment.”

She paused the tape to highlight her favorite shot: Brooke, hair plastered to her head, hands braced on the wheel as the weather tried to throw her overboard. “This is why we work. It’s not a pose; it’s power. At sea, you find out who you really are.”

The video resumed. Highlight after highlight. Kylie and Summer in a midnight swim, bioluminescent trails spinning off their bodies. Lila, arms full of notebooks, catching an entire tray before it hit the deck. Me, caught off-guard more than once, shirt open, eyes locked to the horizon as if I could bend it with sheer determination.

Each time someone laughed in the footage, the room twitched in response. At one point, a junior exec at the end of the table dropped his stylus, too focused on Summer’s voice to bother picking it up.

Then Summer slowed the pace. The footage drifted into long, quiet shots: Tessa, reading her poetry at the bow; Brooke, studying the stars; Emma and Lila, heads together, fixing a dinner mess that would have sunk a less committed crew. Over the top, Summer’s voice dropped, turned dreamy.

“People think you find yourself alone, but the truth is, you find yourself in the company you keep. We made a world where everyone could belong, even when we didn’t always get along.”

The closing shot: True North slicing into Bermuda, the whole crew lined up at the bow, faces flushed with victory and hope. It was a family, not a team, and the sponsors felt it.

When the lights blinked back, nobody breathed for a second.

Victoria broke first. “That was… remarkable. The sense of intimacy. The wildness. We’ve never seen sponsor content pop like this.”

But before anyone could ask, Kylie jumped in with the numbers.

She flicked the tablet and the wall became a data avalanche: engagement charts, demographics, incredible spikes at every major event.

“Here’s what matters: we didn’t just trend once. We owned the feeds, every single day. Our peak engagement was forty percent higher than the next closest yacht, and our videos hit all three target demos: adventure, aspirational luxury, and real-life relationships. People weren’t just liking the content. They were living it. They commented, they made fan edits, they even started betting on what would happen next. We’re not a brand; we’re a movement.”

She fielded analytics questions like a champ. How did we cultivate authenticity, what was the secret sauce for keeping the audience obsessed, how did we get Summer and Kylie’s “rivalry” to feel so genuine but never toxic?

Kylie just grinned: “Easy. We don’t fake it. We fight, we make up, we challenge each other, and we mean every word. And the camera never blinks when things get messy. That’s the story people really want.”

It would have been enough to rest there, but the junior suit at the end piped up: “You say the chemistry is real. How much of it is performance, and how much is… organic?”

That was the line in the sand.

Summer cocked her head, bright blue eyes sparking. “We don’t do scripts. Everything you saw? It’s us at our most raw. Especially after dark.” There was just enough innuendo that even the CFO stopped pretending to write.

The next questions circled closer to the bullseye. How did we manage emotional health on board? Wasn’t it risky to mix business and pleasure? What did we really mean by “family”?

I gripped the edge of my chair. Sweat prickled at my collar. If I lost the thread, if I so much as flinched, the whole thing might unravel.

But Kylie and Summer tag-teamed the questions with a grace that made my pride flare, then ache. They talked about “radical trust,” about consent, about how everyone, even the shy ones like Lila, had a seat at the table. They praised Emma as the glue, Tessa as the conscience, Brooke as the muscle and the heart. They even threw in a line about how every wild night was anchored by safety and mutual respect. “Captain makes sure nobody goes overboard,” Summer said, straight-faced, and Victoria’s lips twitched as she scribbled a note.

Another exec leaned in, hungry: “So, the three of you. What’s your secret? Because the world is dying for relationships that feel this… unfiltered.”

I nearly choked. The pulse in my neck pounded so hard I had to cough, clear my throat, and hope my blush stayed below the neckline.

Kylie winked, not missing a beat. “We stopped trying to be perfect and started being real. The audience knows the difference.”

Summer’s hand found my forearm under the table, squeezing just enough to remind me I wasn’t alone. I squeezed back, pride and terror at war in my chest.

The rest of the Q&A was a highwire act. The questions about “emotional safety” and “navigating intimacy” multiplied, each one a razor disguised as a softball.

Summer fielded the toughest ones, never once blinking. “Nobody out there is looking for fairy tales. They want crew who take risks, who break the mold. For us, love and adventure go hand in hand.”

Kylie hammered home the analytics, but every third line was honeyed with stories: “Our fans want to see us win, and they want to know it’s not an act. That’s why they sponsor. That’s why engagement never drops.”

By the time the final exec finished his note, there wasn’t a single person in the room not eyeing us with open fascination. The masks were off. Their interest wasn’t just professional, it was personal. They didn’t just want a winning team. They wanted to watch us live, to turn up the heat, to see what would happen when the private became public.

I let go of the table, rolling my shoulders, trying not to betray the adrenaline spike pounding through every nerve.

Summer shot me a sidelong smile, sly and supportive, the same look she gave me right before she’d dare me to break a rule or fuck her in public.

Kylie’s hand found my thigh, under the edge of the table; a warning and a comfort. Hang on, Cap. The next part is going to be wild.

The sponsors conferred in whispers, scribbling and shaking heads, the energy in the room now an open circuit of possibility.

If there ever was a crew ready to break the internet, it was us, and the sponsors knew it.

But I couldn’t help wondering, as the last question hung in the air, how much longer could we keep our secret?

The answer, and the bombshell was up next.

But the girls? They’d just scored a knockout.

And I’d never been prouder to be the captain of this particular storm.

***

The closing act of any sponsor pitch is usually a handshake, a few polite threats, then a wait measured in weeks. Not today.

Victoria, who until now had been the definition of boardroom poker face, leaned forward, elbows on the table, eyes fixed on me with a laser clarity that stripped away any illusion I might have still worn.

“Well,” she said, “I think we can end the suspense.”

The room fell quiet. Six sponsor faces, every one brimming with greed and calculations.

Victoria folded her hands, the rings on her fingers catching the Miami sun. “Captain Everett, we’re prepared to fully fund the circumnavigation. Global. One year, every port, every leg. But there’s a stipulation.”

My mind snapped to alert. I flashed to every mistake I’d made, every boundary I’d crossed with the women beside me. Was this the moment the secret finally detonated?

She smiled, amused. “It’s not what you think. We’re not here to break up your crew. Quite the opposite.”

Her tablet screen lit up. Clips of the women in action, highlighted in a collage so vivid it was almost embarrassing.

“We want the original team. All of them. Emma, who turned every dinner into a taste of home. Brooke, who proved a woman can master a helm and look damn good doing it. Tessa, whose essays had our PR agency quoting her in board meetings. Lila, the silent force who kept you on schedule no matter the hurricane. Even Evan, the AV genius who never missed a single upload. Perhaps he can learn to operate a camera.”

She paused, letting that land.

My jaw tightened. If there was a trick, it was hiding well.

Victoria glanced at her fellow execs. “We’d like to transition Adam and Mark to periodic guest appearances only. We think you’ll find it easier to deepen your connections with the other women on board without so much paternal interference.”

Periodic guest appearances? That phrase hung in the humid air between us, so out of place that it rattled through my skull like a rogue wave slapping the hull. This wasn’t some TV show you could flick off and forget. This was my boat. Our boat. Every second here was our life, naked and real, exposed across the open water and on screen for everyone to see. I wanted to demand what the hell that even meant, but I just stood there, pulse pounding, because nothing about this felt staged.

A ripple of surprise hit the room. Even Summer raised her eyebrows, biting back a grin. Kylie straightened, her posture suddenly fierce, as if she’d just been promoted to admiral.

Victoria’s gaze returned to me, now colder but also oddly generous.

“The chemistry between you and these two”, she gestured at Summer and Kylie, “is frankly electric. The audience is obsessed. That clip from the moonlit deck? It broke every engagement metric we’ve ever seen. That’s what’s going to put this project on the map. Authentic, high-voltage intimacy.”

She let it hang there, like a loaded dare.

“And to take it up a notch,” piped in the guy in the designer suit, “we’re thinking this can’t just be social media. We’re talking a full-blown television event. Streaming. The first harem romance reality-adventure series. One that happens in near real time not six months later. We don’t want a regular camera crew trailing you around. It’s got to feel real. Kylie and Summer know how to work a camera better than anyone, but this time, we want them in front of the lens. That’s where Evan comes in—he’ll play cameraman, catching every wild moment from their point of view. Edits? Kylie and Summer can handle those themselves, then tag in our on-shore team, who’ll spin their footage into TV gold and have it ready for air less than twenty-four hours after it goes down. No filters, no fake setups. Just the real action, cut and delivered on a ticking clock.”

Several of the other sponsors nodded, murmuring with the greedy satisfaction of vultures at a steakhouse.

If my heart was an engine, I’d just redlined it. Pulse jackhammering, I forced my smile to stay cool.

“That’s… bold,” I said, letting my voice drop into deadpan just to see if anyone would blink.

Victoria didn’t blink. “Your relationships, your teamwork, your wild nights and honest mornings, that’s the show. The numbers are unbeatable, but it’s the emotional arc that drives this kind of franchise. Are you prepared to make it official?”

I met Summer’s gaze. The pride and excitement there was almost radioactive.

Then Kylie, who looked like she’d just been handed the trophy for MVP and had already started plotting the parade.

I remembered every second of the past week: Summer naked in my arms, whispering wild dreams I’d never dared voice. Kylie, curled against my side, her laughter more addictive than any chemical on earth. The way we’d confessed, in bed and in darkness, that this was more than an experiment. This was us for real.

And now, against every expectation, the world was demanding that we stop hiding.

I nodded, professional to the last. “We’ll deliver. You have my word.”

Victoria beamed. “Perfect. The details will follow. I assume you can ready True North for a late-June launch?”

Kylie jumped in. “We’re already prepping the content. I can line up the rest of the crew for PR and outreach.”

Summer added, “The new itinerary is half-planned. All we need are port details and our family.”

The sponsors ate it up. There was another round of applause, and even the junior execs at the far end grinned like they’d just won the Super Bowl.

The Q&A was over, not with a whimper, but a total collision between the old script and the new.

It took another ten minutes to wrap the contract points: potential filming schedule, compensation, editorial control. The bombshell headlines just kept coming. We’d have to host group events, film behind-the-scenes, even give exclusive interviews about our “unconventional relationship.” Adam and Mark would get their own arc, mentor cameos, maybe a reunion episode.

There was no hiding it from them now. Soon enough, our relationships would play out on every TV screen in America.

But the real demand was clear: the world wanted to see if a captain could run a yacht and a harem, while circumnavigating the globe, and still come out the other side unbroken.

By the time Summer and Kylie signed the digital agreements, my nerves had settled into something unrecognizable. Less dread, more wild optimism.

The sponsors stood, collecting their tablets and coffee. Victoria shook my hand again, this time less a test than a true stamp of approval.

“Don’t let us down, Captain,” she said. “The world is hungry for what you three have.”

I grinned, letting the pride finally bleed through. “I won’t. Neither will they.”

We exited amid a second round of handshakes. The women on my arms now glowed like championship rings.

But as we hit the corridor, alone for the first time, I felt the raw tremor underneath it all. The reality: we’d just signed away our privacy, and turned the wildest secret of our lives into the next big show.

Summer squeezed my hand. Kylie’s nails dug into my shoulder.

We didn’t speak, not yet. But the looks we shared said everything.

The old world was gone.

We were public now.

And, God help us, I think we wanted it more than anyone could possibly understand.

The elevator doors waited.

So did the rest of our future.

***

The elevator doors slid shut behind us, sealing away the boardroom and all the sharp-edged questions that came with it. For a moment, silence. The kind that settles after a storm and dares you to breathe again.

Summer looped her arm through mine, her fingers trembling, but the smile she flashed was pure adrenaline.

Kylie pressed to my other side, head dropping to my shoulder, her perfume mixing with the citrus-and-ozone blast of the Miami air conditioning.

None of us spoke until the numbers on the panel blinked to the lobby.

When the doors opened, we stepped into chaos, guests, staff, flashes of cell phone cameras, but we kept tight, a three-part unit marching toward the exit like we’d been choreographed. Nobody could touch us. Not anymore.

Just before the glass doors spilled us into the blast furnace of Miami sun, I tugged both women into a side alcove, away from the parade of hotel guests.

The hush held for a second longer.

I dragged a hand through my hair and let the reality hit me right in the teeth.

“They basically want us to broadcast our relationship,” I said, voice stripped raw. “Not just the business. The—everything. They want that on camera.”

I waited for someone to flinch. Nobody did.

Summer leaned in, blue eyes lit up like sunrise. “Maybe it’s time to stop hiding.”

She squeezed my hand, grounding me before my brain could run off the rails.

Kylie smirked, all sharp confidence. “We’re running the cameras. We can control the narrative, babe. Set our own boundaries. Nobody gets to define us but us.”

She drew a slow breath, as if calculating every angle.

“It’s a chance to show the world what we’re really like. No apologies. We just have to stay true to each other, always.”

“They want me to form relationships with every single woman on board. Are you two prepared for that? Because I’m not. You two are enough for me to handle, let alone four more.”

Summer rolled her eyes. “Like we don’t know the other girls want you. You seriously think we don’t talk?” She let out a little snort, shaking her head. “Honestly, I can’t believe we managed to keep Lila under control and Tessa?” Her mouth twisted into a smirk. “That girl practically gushes every time you so much as walk by.”

Kylie grinned. “We think it’s hot. Can you picture a seven-way fuck fest in the middle of the Pacific Ocean?”

Summer giggled. “Poor Evan.”

I let out a sigh and raked my hand through my hair. “Shit, I forgot about Evan.”

“Maybe the sponsors have a cuck kink?” Kylie said, still grinning. “Tessa can barely control herself around you. With Evan filming the action things could get wild.”

"Ky, it’s not like that.”

Before Kylie had the chance to answer, Summer jumped in. “She’s teasing,” Summer said, her voice bright. “I think.” She giggled again. “We already put most of our lives on social media. Besides, the cameras don’t follow us into the bedroom.”

“Are you sure about that?” I asked.

Kylie rolled her eyes. “I read the agreement, babe. We’re not shooting porn unless the sponsors want their advertising dollars to dry up. Besides, we belong to you, not the rest of the world.”

Summer rocked up onto her toes and kissed me. “It’ll be fine, baby. You’ll see.”

I turned to Kylie. “Your dad—”

“Isn’t stupid,” she interrupted, her tone firm but not unkind. “If the sponsors figured it out, then Adam and Mark have too. You know that’s why they were so dead set on leaving us behind. Why else would they keep repeating, over and over, that they trusted you with us? They’re not fools, Cole. They know exactly what’s up. Besides”, she caught my eye, all calm certainty, “we’re adults. Grown women. You can stop worrying about us so damn much. We love you. Full stop. The rest is just glaze.”

I stared at them, the women who’d upended every rule in my life. The women who’d made me brave enough to want more. My chest tightened. Part fear, part pride, part the insane realization that this was what I’d spent my whole damn life chasing, even when I pretended otherwise.

Summer tipped my chin to face her. “You’re not alone, Captain Daddy. We’re in this, all the way.”

Kylie nodded, her voice gentler than I expected. “Family first. Fuck the rest. Well, you’ll fuck the rest…eventually.”

I laughed, honest and unguarded for the first time since the pitch. “We’re a mess, you know that?”

Kylie tilted her head, eyes glinting, lips curling into a grin that crackled with mischief. “Yeah. But look at us—we’re the mess everyone else wishes they could spill into. We’re not a cleanup job; we’re the fantasy. Sun-drenched, wild and impossible. We’re the tropical escape every single person dreams of, even if it’s just for a day, just to walk around in our skin. Let’s show the world what nobody ever has.”

Summer wrapped her arms around my waist, her cheek pressed to my chest, and for a heartbeat the world shrank to just us. No sponsors, no judgements, just the pulse of three hearts in one impossible but perfect beat.

We stood like that, a little too long for public comfort, but nobody came to break it up.

This was unity. This was the point of no return.

I looked from Summer to Kylie, then out the glass to the sun-baked marina where True North waited, pristine and hungry for the next fight.

“We can do this,” I said, voice steady now. “We can make it home, and make it work.”

Summer’s answer was a kiss. A quick, fierce stamp on my lips, right where anyone could see.

Kylie joined, locking her fingers through mine. “Ready?”

Together, we stepped into the wild light.

The Florida sun hit like a starting gun. Heat, clarity, and the promise of a world that finally played by our rules. Down at the dock, True North gleamed, the hull white hot and the decks waiting to be claimed.

Our feet found the path, moving as one.

Every eye in the lobby was on us, but this time I didn’t care.

We were public now. No more secrets, no more hiding. Just three imperfect, unstoppable people, forging a story nobody else could write.

I grinned at my girls, heart gone weightless as a kite.

The future was out there, bright, dangerous, and ours for the pillaging.

We were heading home.

And this time, the whole damn world would be watching.


Chapter eighteen
Reunion Plans


If happiness had a smell, it was salt air, sex, and the lingering perfume of two women glued to my skin. Somewhere outside the hull, Miami’s horizon was barely awake. Inside, I was already half hard, correction, hard as a steel rod, pinned between Summer and Kylie, both of them dead to the world in their favorite sleeping costume: absolutely nothing.

You want the truth? I could’ve spent an eternity frozen in that bed. Summer’s hair was a gold curtain across my chest, wild and knotted from every position we’d tangled in last night. Her leg curled around mine, bare tits smashed against my shoulder, her mouth open in a soft, reckless smile that all but dared me to wake her up. Kylie’s back was pressed to my stomach, her ass nestled against my morning wood like it belonged there, which, if we’re being honest, it did. Her arms hugged my hand to her massive breast, and even in sleep, she moved like an athlete, restless, greedy, subtly daring the world to even try to fuck with her.

The primary suite on True North wasn’t just a room. It was an ecosystem. The sheets were a tangle of salt, sweat, and woman. Every shift sparked a different memory: Summer grinding on my thigh in the pitch dark, Kylie riding my mouth, the three of us coming so hard we nearly took out the hull. The smell of sex perfumed the air, thick and real, mixing with the faint lemony rinse from last night’s shower and, somehow, the ghost of coconut sunscreen.

My phone buzzed from the corner table, but there was zero chance I was getting up before I took care of the main event. Priorities: women, breakfast, sponsors, the world.

Kylie was first to flutter awake. She stretched in that way only she could. One arm overhead, arching her back so her breasts thrust up impossibly proud, then clamping her thighs together around my hand like she was trapping treasure.

“You’re awake,” she said, voice whiskey-smooth and just a little teasing. “Good. I had plans for that cock the second I rolled over.”

I squeezed her tit, pinching just enough to make her gasp. “You always have plans. Which one is it today?”

Summer, never one to miss an opening, slid her hand between my legs, nails scraping lightly down the line of my shaft. “Both of us, at once. If you’re up for another round.”

“Sounds like a challenge,” I said, heart already pounding.

“It’s always a challenge,” Kylie shot back. “You think average guys could survive this for more than a week?”

If there was ever a harem Olympics, we’d already have podiumed. Gold, every damn time.

I shifted to get my arm free and caught Summer’s breast in my palm, cupping the warm, heavy weight. I stroked Kylie’s nipple with one thumb and Summer’s with the other, then kissed the hollow of Summer’s throat, letting my lips run south until I could taste her skin.

She shivered, eyes still closed but mouth awake, opening for every touch.

Kylie twisted to face me, eyes bright green and hungry. Her hands found my cock, already slick from anticipation. She stroked it slow, using the tip to tease Summer’s inner thigh before lining it up for action.

“We can’t go easy on him,” Summer whispered, grinding her hips back against my hand. “Sponsors want chemistry? Let’s give them something worth paying for.”

My cock lurched at the thought, at the heat in her voice, at the pure, unfiltered want radiating from both women. This was the thing nobody outside the suite ever got: for us, sex wasn’t just a numbers game. It wasn’t just possession or domination. It was love, competition, and the kind of chemical insanity that rewires your entire sense of self.

I rolled onto my back, hauling Summer astride my chest, her hair a wild mess of halo and shadow as she rode up to straddle my face. The view? Absolute heaven. Her pussy hovered above, golden fuzz glistening with fresh arousal, lips parted wide, already dripping for me.

I licked, slow and deep, savoring her taste as she moaned and rocked, hands in my hair. Summer’s body was pure silk, legs strong, core tight, tits bouncing with every movement. I locked her hips and tongued her clit, feeling her start to flutter and clamp, every pulse driving my own need higher.

Under the blankets, Kylie knelt between my legs. She dragged the tip of my cock through her cleavage, squeezing her breasts together until I thought I’d die from the sight alone. When she finally sucked me into her mouth, she did it with the reckless abandon of a woman who knew exactly how to destroy me in under five minutes.

“God, your tongue is magic,” Summer panted, grinding her clit on my mouth.

I smiled, even as I doubled down, sucking her clit and flicking my tongue until her thighs went rigid and she shuddered, hands fisting in the sheets. Kylie bobbed lower, deep-throating with a finesse that would win her an AVN if this were on pay-per-view.

Summer came first, a low, throaty moan and the pulse of slick flooding my tongue. She didn’t stop. She rode every wave, every shudder, milking it for all it was worth.

I let her come, then rolled her gently off my face and onto her back, so I could focus all energy on Kylie.

I dragged her up, rolling her under me so I could slide my cock between her legs, lining up at the entrance of her wet, velvet heat.

Summer, not to be outdone, immediately started fingering herself with two fingers, her other hand finding Kylie’s breast and squeezing, pinching the nipple hard enough to make Kylie gasp.

Kylie found my lips, kissing me deep, tongue hungry and hot. “Do it, baby. Fuck me. I want to come at the same time as you.”

“Ask nicely,” I teased.

She grinned, bite-mark raw. “Please. Fuck me hard, Daddy.”

I pushed in. Kylie’s pussy was so tight, so molten, I had to grit my teeth to keep from losing it in the first few strokes. She clamped around me, greedy, even as she arched up off the mattress, her tits bouncing with every thrust. Summer kept working Kylie’s nipples, kissing her and whispering dirty encouragements in her ear.

The sounds were pure porn: wet, raw, needy. Every time I bottomed out, Kylie would gasp and squeeze down, making me feel like a king. Summer, leaning over her, lapped at Kylie’s tits and then darted down to kiss my lips, tongue swirling to share the taste of her own orgasm from earlier.

“God, you two are going to kill me,” I managed, sweat beading on my brow.

“That’s the idea,” Summer said, then slid down to suck my balls, tongue flickering around the base as I fucked Kylie harder.

The tempo built fast. Kylie’s hands clawed at my back, her legs wrapped around my waist, anchoring me in place as I drove into her. Every now and then she’d lean back and cry out, cursing me, begging for more, then kissing Summer like she couldn’t breathe without her.

For a split second, I lost track of where I ended and they began. Three bodies, no boundaries left. Just the urgent thunder of pleasure and love and the weird, impossible sense that this wasn’t just a hookup anymore. It was the new law of gravity.

I angled my hips, grinding Kylie’s clit with every thrust. Her eyes rolled back, her whole body tensing as she hit the edge.

“Do it, baby,” Summer urged, licking and kissing every inch of exposed skin. “Come for him. I want to watch.”

I slammed in, harder now, feeling the pressure build and crest. Kylie screamed, hips bucking, her cunt milking me in relentless, wet spasms.

That set me off. I exploded, coming so hard I thought I’d black out, my cock buried in her, every pulse of cum forcing a fresh ripple of pleasure up her spine.

My cock slipped out of Kylie and I let myself flop onto my back, chest heaving, an erratic rope of cum stretching from my tip to the glistening, gaping mouth of her pussy. The mess dribbled and pooled, pale and glossy between her thighs, while sticky heat throbbed beneath my skin.

Summer crouched down, swallowing up the slick on my tip with her tongue, and she broke into a bubbling giggle, looking straight at me. There was a glint in her eye as she crawled up my body, planting her knees on either side of my waist. Her pussy hovered above my cock, already dripping and open and hungry for more, a reckless invitation I could feel all the way to my bones.

I pulled Summer down onto my still-hard cock, letting her bounce in perfect, rolling rhythm. She rode me slow at first, then urgent, her breasts bobbing in my face, her lips parting in a breathless moan.

Kylie, recovered, latched onto Summer’s nipples, sucking, biting, teasing as Summer’s pussy tightened around my shaft.

I let Summer claim every inch of me, cradling her hips in my palms as she rocked in slow, hungry circles. Her body was a fever, golden and radiant and frantic for sensation, hair flying in a tangled halo while she held my gaze, daring me to even try to keep up. I could feel the animal heat of her against my cock, the way her muscles flexed and released as she ground herself down, chasing her own pleasure with the kind of shameless focus only Summer possessed.

The sheets were ruined, welded to our skin by sweat and other fluids. Every breath tasted of salt and sunscreen and the wild musk of three bodies in open rebellion against the world. My pulse was so amped I felt it in my teeth. Summer’s nails dug into my chest, scoring crescent moons above my heart, her thighs shuddering with every bounce. I was content to play along, to be her plaything, her anchor, her worshipper, whatever she demanded, I gave.

Kylie rolled onto her side, propped on an elbow, watching us with a lazy, predatory hunger. Her tongue flicked over her lips as she reached up, running her fingers down Summer’s spine, drawing slow, invisible lines over the sweat-slicked skin. Not to be left out, she leaned in and took Summer’s nipple in her mouth, sucking deep, tongue working in time with each rise and fall of Summer’s hips.

It was a strange, perfect choreography, like we’d been practicing for years. Sometimes we had. Sometimes it was just instinct, or maybe the way chaos made its own sense. My hands drifted from Summer’s hips to her ass and back again, squeezing, guiding, teasing her into even faster, deeper strokes. Summer’s head snapped back, eyes closed, mouth open in a soundless wail as she rode the edge. Kylie let go of her breast and pressed her cheek into Summer’s side, whispering, “You’re almost there, babe, go, go, go—”

I could feel the subtle tremors start in Summer’s core, the way her inner muscles rippled and clamped, drawing me deeper, locking me in. My cock jerked on its own, desperate to keep up, and I surrendered all control, letting her drag me where she needed. Sweat slid down my forehead, stinging my eyes, not that I was seeing much beyond the gold-and-pink blur of Summer’s body above me and the green laser focus in Kylie’s gaze as she egged us on.

When Summer finally came, she snapped like a force of nature. Her nails dragged down my chest, scoring fire, and she shrieked with a raw, electric sound that would be burned into my memory forever. Her pussy clamped around my cock, milking me with such ferocity that I couldn’t resist. The orgasm hit like a car crash, blinding and total, and I lost it inside her, pulsing in hard, savage waves.

She collapsed forward, her whole body twitching and boneless, hair plastered to her shoulders as she smeared sweat and sex and spit across my chest. I held her, one hand stroking her back, the other tangled in her hair. I could feel every shudder in her, the aftershocks rolling through both of us, as if we were plugged into the same circuit.

Kylie grinned, sliding up to nestle beside us, her arms wrapping around Summer’s shoulders. She kissed the top of Summer’s head, then my jaw, then the salt-stained line of my collarbone. The three of us lay in a heap, panting, bodies glued together in a sticky, perfect mess. Summer’s pulse beat against my ribs; Kylie’s breath tickled my ear as she whispered, “Guess we’re starting the morning with a bang.”

I managed a laugh, then kissed Summer’s temple, tasting the heat of her skin. She was still trembling, but her eyes flickered open, sapphire blue and impossibly bright.

“Fuck,” she gasped, a lazy smile spreading across her lips.

“That was the idea,” Kylie said, smoothing the wild tangles from Summer’s forehead.

We stayed like that for a long time, hearts slowing, hands moving in lazy, absent patterns over bare skin. The rest of the world could have drowned, and we wouldn’t have noticed. For a minute, it was just us, sweat slick and tangled and completely at peace.

Then Kylie cracked the spell with a laugh.

“Best way to start an eighteen-hour workday,” she said, nuzzling my neck. “You’re gonna remember this next time you try to boss us around.”

Summer snorted, rolling off me and stretching her arms overhead. “Is it weird if I say I want an omelet now?”

My stomach answered with a rumble. Priorities were priorities.

“Give me ten minutes, and I’ll have you both fed, dressed, and ready to take over the universe,” I said.

Kylie patted my ass. “That’s Captain Daddy energy. We like it.”

We untangled and hit the shower as a unit, fast, hot, and full of casual groping. More competition than cleanup, but we managed to emerge with most of the sand, sweat, and sex washed away.

Back in the main cabin, Kylie dug through her side of the closet for a pair of shorts, muttering about the dearth of reliable sports bras. Summer wrapped herself in my old True North tee, nothing underneath, and grinned at the effect it had as she twirled down the hall.

I yanked on linen cargoes, poured myself a mug of coffee, and pulled up the morning agenda on my battered tablet.

Showtime.

First item: sponsor requirements. Pearson’s PDF was a masterclass in legal ass-covering, every sentence underlining what we’d already learned the hard way: any funding hinged entirely on Summer’s video magic and Kylie’s marketing lightning. No Summer, no Kylie, no money. The document didn’t mince words. “Core Crew Members: Summer Reyes, for all photo/video/creative direction. Kylie Carter, for marketing, social media, analytics, and team morale.” There were even sub-clauses mandating that both women appear in every major campaign, and a gentle but unmistakable reminder that sponsor bonuses were tied directly to engagement spikes fueled by “crew chemistry.”

They really hadn’t been subtle. The world wanted a harem, and they wanted it now.

I called the girls over.

Summer folded herself onto my lap, taking the tablet with a conspiratorial glint in her eye. Kylie perched on the desk, flipping her wet hair back, already scanning the doc like it might insult her if she wasn’t quick enough.

Summer read aloud in a sultry, fake-serious voice: “Summer Reyes, Lead Content Director, responsible for capturing authentic, high-energy moments of intimacy, adventure, and crew unity…”

She broke character. “That’s fancy talk for ‘make sure the world knows this harem is having the time of its life.’”

Kylie snorted. “Wait till they see the bikini shoot from last week. Summer’s got enough B-roll to bankrupt OnlyFans.”

I added, “They want you to build a narrative around the women, too. Lila’s logistics, Emma’s home-cooked magic, Tessa’s writing, Brooke’s yachtsmanship. All of it goes in the feed.”

“Easy,” Summer said, yawning and stretching. “As long as the kitchen isn’t stocked with those awful protein bars again.”

This was the real secret of True North: every big challenge happened on a bedrock of micro-battles about snacks, storage, and who got to decide the playlist for morning cleanups.

I pulled up the rest of the checklist, tapping highlights.

“Navigation upgrades are done. Sat comms are at triple redundancy. Shoutout to Kylie for tracking down the right vendor in under six hours. We’ve got expanded cold storage and an overflow pantry behind the crew lounge; I moved the wine there last night so the return crew can use the midships lockers. Cabin assignments changed. Brooke and Tessa get the guest doubles, Emma and Lila can split fore or aft, depending on preference. Evan gets crew quarters. That means I’m officially moved in with you two, primary suite only.”

Summer flashed a wicked grin. “That’s official? No more sneaking back to the captain’s berth every time we want to get freaky?”

Kylie pumped a fist. “Told you he’d cave, Summer. With this view, who’d ever want to sleep alone?”

I shrugged, grinning. “It’s the only way I’ll survive a year at sea with you both. And if I don’t get at least five hours of real sleep, Mark will find my body washed up in Fiji.”

“Noted,” Summer said. “Nobody wants a sleepy Captain Daddy.”

We traded more notes on storage tweaks. Summer had found a way to add GoPro mounts to every helm station, Kylie had reorganized the first aid locker for maximum Instagram appeal, and I was almost done rebuilding the nav table to accommodate Tessa’s book project and the extra electronics we’d need for the long haul.

But the real headline was this: we weren’t just a crew anymore. We were a unit, a family, a living, breathing machine built on sex, snark, and the weird joy of making each other better.

Breakfast was next.

We migrated to the galley without even thinking about it. Summer set out fruit, finger-peeling mangoes and licking the juice from her wrists, humming a song I swear she made up just to tease me. Kylie took eggs, broke them in a single-handed move, then started whipping them with a fork so fast the bowl nearly lifted. I was on bacon patrol, flipping the thick slices on the skillet, pretending not to stare at my girls as they bounced around the galley in next to nothing.

Summer, perched on the counter, nudged me with her bare heel. “So, Captain, what’s the first thing you want to tackle for the big voyage?”

“Besides us?” Kylie called from the fridge, laughing.

I shot her a look. “Besides that. We’ve got a week before the rest of the crew arrives. Top priorities are: finish the power upgrades, test the emergency watermaker, and run inventory on meds. Sponsors want a highlight reel of every prep stage, so I need you both camera-ready.”

Summer grinned, lips already slick with mango. “I was born ready.”

Kylie fired back, “If you thought the last sponsor video went viral, wait till you see us do the safety walk-through in bikinis.”

The banter was relentless, but so was the teamwork. By the time the coffee finished brewing, we had the entire meal plated: eggs scrambled three ways (Kylie spicy, Summer with way too much cheese, mine classic), bacon stacked, fruit fanned out on the center plate like it was auditioning for a magazine. The table was set with napkins and the kind of utensils that, a month ago, none of us would’ve bothered with.

It was domestic, but not boring. There was still an electricity, a sense that any one of us could derail the morning and fuck the other two right there on the galley floor.

Instead, we ate.

Between bites, we mapped out the next moves. Kylie had a marketing call at ten, Summer was cutting a trailer for the new global series, and I had to dive into the engine room for an hour before organizing the deck for tomorrow’s upgrades.

“Don’t forget the inventory for Emma,” Summer said. “She’ll riot if you forget her almond flour or the new spice blend.”

“Emma already texted me a list,” I said. “She’s so far ahead, I’m half expecting a provisioning spreadsheet with attached photos.”

Kylie rolled her eyes. “Is she bringing her yoga mat again? Last time, she did a handstand in the galley and nearly broke Lila’s leg.”

“Lila’s fine,” Summer piped up. “She’s already requested the starboard bunk, less rolling in heavy seas.”

It went on like that: jokes, plans, little hints of memory that proved we’d spent the last month not just fucking, but building something. A rhythm all our own.

I watched them, these two impossible women. One wild and sunlit, one fierce and clever, both entirely essential. There was nothing accidental about this crew. The world might see us as a weird harem experiment, but inside the hull, every moment was a full-contact negotiation, a game of who could love the hardest and still keep the yacht afloat.

As we finished breakfast, Summer draped herself across my lap again, nuzzling my cheek. “It’s good, right? The life, the food, the adventure. Even the sponsors?”

I nodded, honesty punching a hole through my old armor. “Yeah. It’s good. It’s better than good.”

Kylie wiped her lips and leaned in, voice soft for once. “We’re not letting you down. Not now, not ever.”

I kissed her, just a quick stamp, but enough to make her shiver.

Summer stole a kiss next, then hopped up to clear the table. “Onward and upward,” she declared, stacking dishes like a champ.

We cleaned up together, laughter echoing off the hull.

Outside, sunlight burned across the deck, the promise of a new world waiting just beyond the rail.

Whatever tomorrow looked like, we’d face it together.

And honestly? That was worth more than every contract, every chase, every stupid doubt I’d ever dragged aboard.

The day was young.

And we were ready to own it.

***

If you’ve never prepped a yacht for global launch with two women who double as your sex muses and your senior crew, you haven’t lived. The first hour on deck was a ballet of muscle, motion, and unfiltered harem chemistry.

Sun on my back, tools in hand, I dove into the rigging inspection. Summer handled the foredeck, barefoot and grinning, hips swaying as she checked every line for wear. Each time she bent over, the old True North t-shirt she’d “borrowed” hiked up and gave me a fresh glimpse of ass, pure athlete and all temptation. The woman could distract a monk, and she knew it.

Kylie ran topside, clipboard in hand, her shorts so tight they might’ve been spray painted on. She swaggered up the port rail, talking fast into her phone, then called down, “Captain, they want a vid of you demo-ing the new rescue kit by noon. Can you look extra hot while you do it, or is that just a rumor?”

I barked a laugh. “You want the real deal, show up in that tank top. Sponsors will be lining up.”

Kylie flashed a peace sign, then started sorting the fresh cases of medical supplies, double-checking the labels as she built content around “safety meets sexy.” Only on this yacht would someone market trauma shears as a must-have accessory.

Summer was already filming before I even knew it. Her camera caught me at the rail, hands deep in the tensioners, explaining the upgrades, then cut to a close-up of my arms as I hauled hard on the winch to show off the new low-friction blocks.

She leaned in, humming sultry. “Tell them why this matters, baby. Don’t spare the details.”

I did my best ad copy, showing off the satellite antenna, the triple-redundant GPS, the redundant VHF. I talked through the upgrades, but every time Summer drifted close, her scent; sun, sweat, and a promise of what would happen later, jerked my attention sideways.

She noticed, of course. “Are you blushing, Captain?”

“Only if you count sunburn,” I deadpanned.

Kylie wove her way across the deck, notebook raised. “What’s the line you want for the sponsor? ‘Safety is sexy when your captain doesn’t fuck it up?’ Or is that too subtle?”

She cackled, then, without warning, hip-checked me so hard I had to brace against the bulkhead to keep from grabbing her ass.

Summer kept rolling, panning to Kylie. “Say it again, babe, but slower. Gotta give the stiffs in legal a reason to look up from their laptops.”

The interplay was clinical precision layered with chaos. Together, we ran down the checklist. New PFDs, fit and adjusted. Emergency locker, sorted and labeled. First aid station, loaded and stowed. Every ten minutes, Summer would pause to snag a candid, or Kylie would suggest a dumb tagline (“Duct tape: because sometimes you just need to stick together”). It was a circus, but every item got done.

The deck shimmered with possibility. Between shots, Summer would sneak up, wrap her arms around my waist, and press her tits hard into my back, whispering, “You do realize every time you say ‘rigging inspection,’ I get wet?”

Kylie saw us but just grinned, shaking her head. “You’re incorrigible. Want me to film it?”

“No,” Summer said, turning the camera on Kylie. “But I want to catch your face when Cole tells Adam you’re sleeping in his bed for the circumnavigation.”

Kylie’s expression shifted from game to all-in. Suddenly, the day wasn’t just about upgrades. The legacy was real. The girls had staked their names in the crew, and it was my job to make sure nobody took it away.

I checked the time, already barreling toward ten. I wiped the sweat from my brow, ducked into the bridge, and closed the hatch for a rare moment of privacy.

The satcom was flawless. Adam and Mark picked up within seconds, dual screens hovering over the dark glass of the nav table.

Adam grinned, casual in a faded tee, coffee mug already half-gone. “Captain! We were just betting on how much trouble you’d cause before lunch. Is the yacht still afloat?”

“Just barely,” I said, letting the old banter set the tone. “But if you want to find out firsthand, we’re locking the crew for the circumnavigation. You two have standing invitations, first and last legs, plus any guest arcs you want.”

Mark’s face went poker-straight, but his eyes lit up. “Affirmative. That aligns with my calendar. Will you retain primary command, or are you looking for a handoff?”

“Primary for me,” I said. “But I want you both as strategic command, especially for the launch. Sponsors are pushing for continuity, and the optics of the original crew together again is gold.”

Adam whooped, pounding the table. “That’s what I’m talking about! Kylie’s in. And Summer? Those girls are the secret to the whole show. You locked them?”

I nodded. “They’re essential. It’s not just a story, it’s a movement now.”

Mark nodded, calm but proud. “Hollis girls will be thrilled. Brooke’s already updating her credentials, Tessa’s in contact with the publisher. I’ll coordinate security for Miami. And your crew manifest?”

I tapped the tablet. “Almost set. Today’s all about upgrades and final outreach.”

The entire call took four minutes, but inside, it felt like a lifetime. I kept my face even, never betraying what it meant to hear those men, my brothers in every sense, put their trust back in me. The only thing worse than losing a crew was losing the trust that built it.

“Get ready for legends, Cap,” Adam said, his face warm. “And take care of my girl. Or else.”

He winked. The old threat, the old love.

“Always,” I answered, voice tight.

We closed out with a flurry of next-steps, backup plans, and the promise that this time, nothing would shake us loose.

When the screen flicked off, I just sat there. Rolling the memory, the stakes, the legacy in my head like a stone I couldn’t quite release.

Outside, the laughter called me back. Summer and Kylie had taken over the aft deck, this time with a bottle of champagne chilling in a bucket, two glasses already waiting.

I stepped through the hatch and found the party ready to ignite.

Kylie beamed, eyes fierce with pride. “Got the call done?”

I nodded. “Both dads confirmed. They’re in for the launch and the finale. The crew is set, assuming you two don’t mutiny.”

Summer popped the cork, hitting the overhead bimini with a spray of bubbles. She whooped, pouring out three glasses, then tucked herself under my arm.

“Here’s to new worlds and old friends,” she said, serious for a moment.

Kylie clinked glasses, but her grin was all mischief. “And here’s to the hottest crew in the history of social media.”

We drank, the champagne crisp and electric, a carbonated promise to never play it safe, to always go harder, brighter, wilder.

The three of us watched the sun climb higher over Bermuda, its light carving the deck into gold and shadow.

Somewhere below, the world’s gears were grinding, waiting for a sign that the next adventure was real.

Up here, with my arms braced around two women who’d made the impossible look easy, I finally believed we could make it work.

No hesitation, no looking back. Just pure, unfiltered forward.

The world wasn’t ready for us.

And that was exactly the point.

***

Admin sounded boring until you realized it was code for “calling all the women who’d shaped my life and seeing if there was any universe in which they’d jump back into the fire.” If this was the last harem standing, I was determined to crew it with the best.

The captain’s desk in my old quarters was smaller now, barely holding the stack of tablets, planners, and custom-engraved fountain pen Kylie had picked up on a lark. I settled in, poured a three-finger glass of cold brew, and started the process: one by one, call-by-call, name-by-name.

Emma came first. She picked up on the second ring, voice bright and honest as ever.

“Captain! You survived the Miami sponsors without getting arrested? I’m proud and starving for real food. You ready for a real chef on board again?”

“Desperate isn’t even the word,” I admitted. “We’re go for circumnavigation. The world wants you, Emma. But only if you can overhaul the galley for a year at sea and bring back the handstand challenge.”

She laughed, rich and warm. “Deal. I already have three new menus in draft, plus protein hacks for Summer and a new vegan option, just in case. When do you want me?”

“Monday next. You’ll have the run of provisioning. Kylie will send updates on sponsor fads and Summer will shoot you for the intro vid.”

Emma went silent for a second. Then, softer, “You know it’s not just about the job, right? I missed this. Missed you.”

It caught me off guard, how much I needed to hear it. “Same. We’ll make this run legendary.”

She signed off with a string of emojis, and I added her name to the top of the digital manifest: Emma Carter. Chief Crew Officer, Galley and Morale.

One down.

Next, Lila. She answered on video chat, the background pure chaos: stacked books, color-coded sticky notes, and a complicated chart that looked suspiciously like a plot to either run the yacht or stage a coup.

“Captain Everett. Are you sure you want me back? Because I have at least fifty new calendar hacks, and a revised logistics protocol. Also, I flagged your old cleaning schedule for redundancy.”

I almost choked on my coffee. “Lila, you’re the only person on this planet who can convince Summer to log video in triplicate and still get away with it. If you accept, I need you running scheduling, ship’s log, and sponsor-data compliance. Plus, personal assistant to the chaos that is us.”

She blushed at that, a shy glow, but her voice stayed cool. “You had me at ‘ship’s log.’ I’m in, Captain. But if you try to delegate food allergies, I’ll mutiny.”

“Noted,” I said, laughing.

“There’s one little hitch I have to tell you about,” she said. Her voice trembled, a fine thread of worry woven through the words—the first time I’d ever heard anything like it from her.

“What’s wrong, kiddo?” I asked.

“It’s about my… well, I don’t even know what to call him. My friend, I guess?”

She hesitated, and the look on her face wasn’t easy to pin down—a little embarrassed, maybe, or just wary about my reaction.

“A friend as in a boyfriend? I didn’t realize you weren’t single.”

“I am single.” Lila’s reply came with a quick shake of her head, dark hair catching the light. “Nate’s more like a chaperone than anything. He’s the son of some big deal in my parents’ church. To get their blessing to join the crew for a whole year, he had to come along. I think they’re hoping for romance, but believe me, that’s not happening.”

She said this matter-of-factly, but her eyes didn’t quite meet mine. Like she already knew it was weird and didn’t want to make a scene.

“I see. Does he know anything about sailing?”

“No. He knows scripture, not sailing. He’s evangelical, just like my parents—and his too.”

I blinked, caught off-guard. For a ship fueled by pure sin, the idea of a chaperone with a Bible was almost comical. “I didn’t realize you were a devout Christian.”

“Oh, I’m not.” Lila was fast to correct me, earnestness in every syllable. “My parents are, though. And for all their faults, they’re decent people. I do love them. Honestly, I doubt Nate will last more than a few weeks once we’re actually out at sea. But if it gives my parents some peace of mind, I figured I’d run it by you first.”

A distraction, sure, but as long as Nate didn’t get in the way, I couldn’t see the harm. “I’ll put him to work if he’s willing.”

“I’ll make sure he is. If not, he’s not coming.” She gave me a look, determined now, as if the whole matter could be shrugged off as quickly as it had come up.

It seemed settled. For now.

We spent a few minutes trading digital docs, Lila already dreaming up ways to optimize the crew’s sleep and work patterns. Before signing off, she got suddenly earnest.

“I don’t… I mean, last time, it felt like I was just barely finding my place. It was only at the end I felt truly…connected. Thank you for asking me again.”

I didn’t hesitate. “You belong, Lila. Always have.”

She smiled, a little shaky, then hung up. I added her to the manifest next: Delilah Monroe. Operations and Crew Schedule.

On to Brooke. I braced for formality, and she delivered, answering my call in what looked like a law office, hair pulled back fierce, eyes dead-on.

“Captain. I assume this is about the sponsorship deal. I’ve already studied the itinerary. Is there new weather data, or do you want me on helmsman duty from launch?”

Right to the point. I outlined the new role: global navigator, side-by-side with me, with opportunities for day-captaining every major crossing. Plus, she’d partner with Summer for the “women at the helm” campaign, sponsor-mandated.

For the first time, Brooke smiled, even if it was only half a millimeter. “That’s… ideal. You know, growing up, I always thought my Dad would be the one leading this run. I’m glad it’s you. Just don’t embarrass me by running aground right out of Miami.”

“Deal,” I said, warm in spite of myself.

We closed. Brooke firm, decisive, focused on the challenge. I slid her onto the manifest in digital ink: Brooke Hollis. Co-Navigator and First Mate.

Tessa was next, and I’ll say it now, the call nearly flattened me.

She picked up from a coffeeshop, sunlight glowing behind her like a second halo. Hair pulled loose, ink stains on her fingers, classic Tessa. She beamed when she saw me.

“Captain Cole! Oh my God. I was hoping you’d call, but… I didn’t want to jinx it.”

“You’re on the shortlist, Tessa. Always were,” I said, fighting down the old wave of guilt and fondness.

She grinned. “I’m in, one-hundred percent. I want to keep writing, though. Maybe expand the logbook into a real book? I’ve been mapping out essays, but with everything happening, I think there’s a bigger story.”

It floored me. The thought that she believed in the story enough to risk her heart on it.

“Pitch it to the sponsors,” I said, “and count on full support. I’ll even read drafts if you want a co-pilot.”

Her eyes went glassy for a second. “You’re the only one I trust to edit my words. Thank you.”

We mapped out her duties: crew morale, logs, media, helping Lila with the manifest. She was in.

I added her, feeling a twist in my chest I couldn’t name: Tessa Hollis. Communications, Creative Writing, and Crew Support.

Evan was last. I almost chickened out, but you can’t run a show like this without a killer tech. Plus, the sponsors wanted him behind the camera.

He picked up on the second ring, looking a little too polished, collared shirt, glasses, whole nine yards.

“Captain Everett. I got your message. I’ll be honest, I’m surprised. After we docked, after Tessa, I wasn’t sure you’d want me back.”

“Tech doesn’t run itself,” I said, desperate to keep it professional. “You’re the only person on the planet who understands our custom server and can fix the comms when shit hits the fan. And there’s an opportunity for you behind the camera for the streaming show. I want you here. Sponsors want you, too.”

He hesitated. His eyes drifted, then he took a breath. “Is Tessa coming back?”

I was honest. “She’s in. And she’s hoping it’s not weird.”

He smiled, sad but real. “We’re adults. I’ll figure it out. Besides, I missed the boat. Literally.”

“Best crew ever, Ev. You’re part of it.”

He nodded, quiet. “Then count me in. See you at the dock.”

Just like that, he was locked. I punched his name onto the manifest: Evan Mills. AV, Tech, and Comms.

The list was set. Every woman (and two guys) whose quirks had become essential. It wasn’t just a yacht crew, it was a reunion, and a declaration of harem-flavored war on boring.

I sat back, rereading the names. Every one told a story, some longer than others, all tangled up in the lust and hope that had brought us this far.

Sunset came early in Bermuda. I carried the tablet topside, boots thumping on the deck, shoulders loaded with a decade of memory and tomorrow’s promise.

The bow was deserted, the world painted in blood orange and lavender. I stood at the edge, wind in my face, reading the manifest one last time.

Emma. Lila. Brooke. Tessa. Evan. Add in Summer and Kylie, and the future crew was more than just a team, it was a family, even if we still hadn’t figured out how to say it without a laugh.

I lingered out there, listening to the hull sigh against the water, feeling the engines hum belowdecks, and just let myself remember every victory and disaster that had led here.

The best sound in the world? The hush that comes right before your favorite people break it.

Summer arrived first, barefoot and soft, sliding her arms around my waist from behind. “Thinking about mutiny?” she teased.

“If I were, I’d have to get past you,” I said, pulling her close.

Kylie joined us, high energy and all teeth, bracketing my other side and flopping her head onto my shoulder.

“Don’t tell me you’re getting sentimental,” she said, voice low.

I shook my head, but my grip on them both tightened anyway. “Just realizing how rare this is. How fast it could all go sideways if we let it.”

Summer’s hand found mine, squeezing. “Not gonna happen. You were made for this. For us. Besides, we both love you so it’s too late to make us walk the plank.”

Kylie looked out at the horizon, her eyes a little glossier than usual. “I think you’re the only man on earth who could handle a crew like this. You know that?”

Saying nothing, I just let their words do the heavy lifting.

The three of us stood at the bow, watching the sun bleed into the water. Everything felt electric, hope, terror, the sense that we were at the edge of something nobody could ever take away, no matter what came next.

Summer shifted and took my hand; Kylie snuggled in tighter.

The world behind us was full of old rules and old lives.

Ahead, nothing but possibility.

I thought about the manifest, the tasks, the million little cracks where things could go wrong.

And then I realized, for the first time maybe ever, I wasn’t afraid.

Not with them.

Not with us.

Together, we owned the horizon.

Whatever storm waited out there, we’d face it as one.

And the next story would be ours, page after page, until there was nothing left but legend.


Also by Rex Sterling


Harem University: Complete Box Set
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A young man’s college adventure leads down a road paved with co-ed gold…

Nineteen-year-old Matt Parker was a late bloomer. After growing up as the runt of the litter, left out and left behind, Matt experienced a growth spurt that made him unrecognizable to all but his best friend, Luke Monroe.

After years of personal tragedy, Luke’s family took Matt in and gave him a home where he spent the last two years preparing for college.

Two years where Matt thrived and blossomed, growing from an undersized ninety-eight-pound weakling into a muscled hunk ready to take college by storm.

But his troubles are only beginning when a blown dorm assignment leaves Matt homeless. But Luke’s mother, Nora, won’t feed Matt to the wolves. The round and curvy mother of four rounds up her three daughters to brainstorm alternate living arrangements for Matt.

The dorm isn’t Matt’s only problem. He’s spent the last two years dodging Luke’s gorgeous college-aged sisters, and now it’s time to make amends.

First, Matt comes face-to-face with the oldest Monroe daughter, his former babysitter, Bella. The onetime homecoming queen is now the president of her sorority. When she meets Matt, the lithe, raven-haired beauty, doesn’t recognize him and neither does Mia, the middle Monroe sister, who is as beautiful and busty as she is sweet and innocent.

The youngest Monroe sister, fiery, golden-haired Zoe, isn’t as forgiving as her sisters. During high school, Zoe and Matt were best friends until Matt ghosted her.

It’s up to Matt to make good with Zoe and solve his housing crisis while traversing the raging rapids of the Monroe’s sister’s sibling rivalry, as they each lay claim to Matt’s heart.

Harem University follows nineteen-year-old, Matt Parker, as he settles in at college and builds the harem of his dreams!

This full box set contains the entire Harem University trilogy including Tempting Tutor, Co-Ed Comfort and Day Trip!

Includes a brand new, never released bonus scene not available in the original series!


18+ Only!

Back Home Harem: Complete Box Set
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One man proves you can come back home again…

Steve Erickson’s life is a mess. Five years ago, Steve moved his family west to build a thriving business. Where his business flourished, his marriage crumbled. But Steve and his beautiful buxom wife Angie, aren’t ready to throw in the towel. On the brink of divorce, the couple agrees on a wild plan. They want to move home where they first fell in love and left behind their old friends.


Eager to rekindle their old flame, Steve and Angie move home, bringing their son, Max, with them. There’s only one problem — their new house isn’t ready.


Steve’s lifelong best friend, multi-millionaire Jim Fields, and his stunning blonde wife, Gretta, open their home to Steve and his family. When Steve arrives, he discovers paradise is exactly what it seems. Now it’s time to heal old wounds and restart old friendships.


But every relationship comes with temptations. For Steve, those temptations start and stop with his best friend’s wife, Gretta, and their three drop-dead gorgeous, college-aged daughters. During a welcome home party, Steve reacquaints himself with bratty blonde Lillie and her sisters Jenna and Becca. Their brazen flirtations make Steve realize he’s treading deep water.


When someone shows up in Steve’s bed in the middle of the night, that deep water threatens to pull him under. Is it his wife Angie who had a few too many cocktails during the welcome home party? Or is the mystery lady Gretta Fields who shares a secret past with Steve? Or is it one of her three daughters, each jockeying for a position to win Steve’s heart? It’s up to Steve to unravel that mystery one lady at a time.


With summer in full swing, the bikinis are on and the pool’s wide open. Can Steve resist temptation? Or will his marriage flame out?


This box set contains all four books in the Back Home Harem series, including Mystery Lady, Dream Dates, Bachelor Auction, and Pageant Princess! Read the entire series from start to finish that follows forty-two-year-old, Steve Erickson, as he comes back home to build his dream life, save his marriage, and build a harem along the way.

Harem Lake: Full Box Set: An Unconventional Harem Romance
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This fully remastered Harem Lake box set brings together the explosive stories Birthday Bash and Daddy’s Girl—now expanded, intensified, and nearly doubled in length with a brand-new, never-before-released bonus scene! It’s hotter. It’s dirtier. It’s everything you didn’t know you needed.


After the death of his wife, Steve Parker is done mourning—he’s ready to live. And his best friend’s jaw-droppingly beautiful college-aged daughters are more than willing to help him remember how. With their curves, charm, and alluring bodies, the Wyatt sisters are temptation made flesh... and Steve’s lakeside mansion is about to become ground zero for a summer of raw, unfiltered desire.


First up is Brooke Wyatt—a sultry redhead with a wicked mouth and a body that begs to be worshipped. Her surprise 21st birthday bash is more than just a party—it’s an invitation. And when Brooke makes her birthday wish, she doesn’t blow out the candles… she ignites them.


But the heat doesn't stop there. Blonde bombshell twins, Samantha and Josie Wyatt aren’t about to let their sister have all the fun. Gorgeous, hungry, and dripping with desire, the college co-eds want Steve every bit as much—and they’ll do anything to claim their place in his bed... and in his heart.


Harem Lake is an uninhibited tale of second chances, raw passions, and the kind of wild, no-holds-barred fantasy that most men only dream of. At this lake, every rule gets broken—and every desire gets satisfied. 
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