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CHAPTER 1
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Harry Cross

THE HELICOPTER’S ROTORS sliced through the air as we banked around the final curve toward the Cross building. The sky was clear, the city sprawled out to the horizon, but I kept my eyes fixed on the top of the skyscraper ahead.

My building. My responsibility.

Chad sat beside me in the copilot’s seat, gripping the armrest like his life depended on it. Every slight jolt made my secretary let out a groan that bordered on desperate.

“Jesus, Harry... I’m going to throw up on your shoes, just so you know,” he said, leaning forward and pressing a hand to his stomach.

I rolled my eyes, fighting back a laugh.

“If you throw up on my shoes, I’m deducting it from your paycheck.”

Chad shot me a murderous look, but before he could answer, the helipad appeared below us. I adjusted the aircraft’s angle, smoothing out the descent. The landing was precise, as always.

“See? Wasn’t that bad.”

Chad unbuckled his harness with trembling hands and practically fell out of the cabin.

“Easy for you to say!” He took a deep breath, still pale. “I’d take a thousand meetings over another one of those flights.”

Once I was out, I straightened my black suit and ran my fingers through my wind-tangled hair. My footsteps echoed across the empty helipad. I was a few feet from the building entrance when a familiar voice called out.

“Harry... You’re already late for the meeting.” Jessica appeared at the top of the access stairs, her blazer immaculate, her expression stern. She stopped in front of me, arms crossed. “And frankly, showing up piloting a helicopter is a bit much, don’t you think? You could at least have someone fly for you.”

“Did you see the traffic in Seattle today? I’ve got important meetings and no pilot available, so I flew myself. And honestly, a pilot flying for a Cross?” I let out a scoff. “You know we don’t need that, Jessica.”

She rolled her eyes, that sharp look of hers ready to put me in my place.

“I almost forgot—Crosses are born pilots, aren’t you? Must come out of the cradle with a pilot’s license.”

I just smiled at the jab, that slow smile I knew threw her off balance.

Jessica, like Chad, had been my best friend since childhood and also worked for me. A brilliant lawyer, legal assistant at Cross, and one of the few people who wasn’t afraid to challenge me. I trusted her more than anyone. But lately, there was something different about her. Looks that lasted a little too long. Silences weighed down with something I preferred not to name.

“You’ve got five minutes before the meeting starts,” she said, tapping her watch. “The board’s already getting impatient. Oh, and just to make your day worse...”

“Don’t even start,” I muttered, bracing for the blow.

“Your father is bringing his fiancée to dinner next week.” Jessica pressed her lips together, like she knew exactly what that word would do to me.

I stopped in the middle of the hallway and turned slowly.

“Fiancée?” The word came out heavy. “Since when did that woman become a ‘fiancée’?”

Jessica sighed, crossing her arms.

“Since your father decided he needed to propose to Annie last weekend on a romantic trip to the Maldives.”

Son of a bitch. He actually did it?

Ever since my mother died, my relationship with my father had never been the same. He was a smart, respected man who’d completely lost his mind over a piece of skirt. He barely waited for my mother’s body to go cold before getting involved with that little woman, and it ate at me. Knowing my mother died loving a man who moved on so fast made me fucking furious. He kept trying to bring her into the fold, but to me, she was nothing but an opportunist after our money.

Jessica went on, trying to stay calm.

“Look, Harry... maybe you should just accept it.”

“Accept what? That he’s going to throw the family’s reputation in the trash for that woman?”

“Yes.” She shrugged. “Or at least pretend to accept it.”

“No.”

Jessica stopped in the middle of the hallway, her eyes fixed on me. They drifted slowly down to my neck, near my collar—probably where that damn vein always popped when I was angry. For a second, her face took on an expression I couldn’t read, like she was studying something only she could see.

I frowned, uncertain.

“What?” I snapped, impatient.

Jessica blinked, like she was coming out of a trance, and her expression closed up fast.

“You know, sometimes you’re so...”

“Annoying? Arrogant?”

“Blind.”

I blinked, surprised by the accusation.

“And what does that have to do with that woman?”

“Forget it.” Jessica shook her head, looking away for a moment, but I caught it. That shadow of disappointment.

“Jessica...”

“No. Come on.” She straightened up, switching back to a professional tone. “The meeting. You need to be there.”

I nodded slowly and started walking again.

But as we moved down the hallway, that word kept hammering in my head.

Fiancée.

And for some reason, the conversation with Jessica bothered me more than I was willing to admit.

The moment I stepped into the conference room, the directors were all there—men and women I’d known for years, but who were always waiting for any sign of weakness so they could go for the throat. That wasn’t about to happen tonight.

“Let’s begin,” I announced, letting my presence fill the room.

Jessica walked in right behind me, taking her usual seat at my right. She gave me a discreet look, like she wanted to say something, but I kept my focus on the reports in front of me. This wasn’t the time for distractions.

The meeting went as expected: numbers, projections, debates about new partnerships. Cross Group wasn’t just any company—it was the largest high-end luxury goods conglomerate in the world. Over the years, we’d acquired countless brands, expanded our empire, and made our family one of the most powerful in the United States.

Every graph projected on the screen only confirmed what I already knew: Cross was stronger than ever under my command. I listened to every argument, weighed every detail, absorbed every number. But no matter how hard I tried to focus, a single word kept hammering in my head.

Fiancée.

Christ. My father had really lost his mind.

We were wrapping up the last item on the agenda when my phone vibrated on the table. I glanced at the screen, and my jaw tightened. Cross, Sr.—that’s what I had him saved as. My father.

Jessica noticed and raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. I stood, adjusted my suit, and walked out of the room.

The moment I answered, William Cross’s deep, commanding voice filled the line.

“Harry.”

“Father.” I kept my tone neutral but direct. “Is it true? You got engaged to that woman?”

“Ah, so the news has reached you already.” He said it casually, like it was no big deal. “Yes, I’m engaged to my dear Annie.”

“And why the hell didn’t you tell me this earlier, over coffee? Do the others already know about this decision, or was I the last to find out?”

My father sighed on the other end, and I knew a lecture was coming.

“Listen to me, Harry. I don’t have to justify my decisions to you.”

“You’re making a mistake...”

“Stop.” His voice hardened. “I told you to focus on today’s meeting. I don’t want to hear another word about this.”

I took a deep breath, fighting the urge to throw my phone against the wall.

“You don’t think this affects Cross? The board is going to use it against us. They’re watching every move.”

“The board is watching you, Harry. And frankly, I’m not impressed.” He paused. “The other candidate for the presidency is your cousin, Marcus. He’s a married man. Do you know what that means?”

I clenched my jaw. Marcus was an opportunistic rat, a bastard who loved to play the moralist in public while pulling dirty tricks behind the scenes. He’d always been that way, since we were kids.

“That’s irrelevant.”

“No, it’s not.” My father ignored my tone. “Appearances matter. Do you think the board wants a CEO who lives like a stray dog? Hopping from bed to bed, no roots, no family?”

“I’m not a stray dog.”

“Oh no?” He laughed, acidic. “Look at yourself. Look at your brothers. None of you have any structure. None of you know what commitment means. The only one who came close was Dominic, and even he’s been stringing poor Irina along for years. Life isn’t just business and pleasure, like a game where you always win.”

“I know exactly what I’m doing.”

“We’ll see.” He paused for a long moment. “Harry... It’s time for you to seriously think about changing that. Find a wife. Get your life in order. Because believe me, the presidency won’t stay in your hands much longer if you don’t show commitment to the values of the company I founded.”

I laughed, a dry sound.

“You talk like the presidency is a Christmas present, something I have to earn through good behavior. Like I haven’t spent the last few years saving this company from ruin.”

My father stayed silent.

“You founded Cross, I won’t deny that. But I’m the one who turned it into the empire it is today. When I took over, this company was on the verge of collapse. Hidden debts in the reports, shareholders ready to jump ship. The market saw us as a sinking vessel. And what did I do? I rebuilt everything. I cut out the rotten parts, brought in the biggest investors, expanded into sectors you never even considered. Now Cross is worth nearly a trillion dollars. Thanks to me.”

He sighed on the other end of the line, and I knew what that meant. It wasn’t surrender. It wasn’t an apology.

“I know, Harry. I know what you’re capable of.”

“Then stop acting like I have something to prove.”

“You don’t need to prove anything about your business ability. But this, son, isn’t just about numbers. It’s about image.”

My jaw locked.

“Marcus...”

I let out a cynical laugh.

“Marcus is a parasite. A useless leech living off Cross without ever doing anything significant. If it were up to him, this company would have been sold years ago, and he’d be enjoying retirement on some island.”

“Maybe. But the issue isn’t what he’s done or hasn’t done. It’s what he represents.”

My stomach churned at the implication.

“You think I’m going to lose this seat to him?” My voice came out colder than I expected. “That someone’s going to take the presidency from me?”

“I’m not saying that, I’m saying...”

“No one is taking this from me. I own part of this company. I have enough shares to guarantee that no one in their right mind can dethrone me. If they try, it won’t be me losing Cross. It’ll be Cross losing me.”

Silence. A long silence.

My father knew I was right.

“You’re stubborn,” he said finally.

“And you’re losing your mind,” I shot back.

He laughed, a rough sound.

“Don’t forget my advice, Harry. The presidency isn’t maintained by numbers alone.”

“And don’t forget mine. Marcus will never sit in my chair.”

I didn’t bluff.

And if anyone dared try, I’d be ready to crush them.

“Harry, no matter how brilliant you are. If you don’t want to see this presidency slip through your fingers, find a wife.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Don’t make me repeat myself.” His voice went cold. “Find a wife, and fast.”

And then, without another word, he hung up.

I stared at the blank phone screen, my jaw clenched.

What the hell.

I shoved the phone into my pocket and took a deep breath, feeling the frustration burn under my skin. My father telling me to get married? That lost old man who barely looked at his own family, now trying to lecture me about morals?

I scoffed, feeling the irritation boil in my blood.

If the board wanted a show, I’d give them one.

But on my own terms.

I took another deep breath and walked back into the conference room. Jessica shot me a questioning look, but I ignored it. I needed to get out of there before I exploded.

“Chad,” I called as I passed through the hallway.

He appeared, still looking a little shaken from the helicopter ride.

“Yes, sir?”

“I want the yacht ready tonight. We’re going out for drinks.”

Chad’s eyes lit up.

“Yacht? Now you’re speaking my language.”

As I walked toward the elevator, I adjusted my suit and felt control return. My father could say whatever he wanted. The board could whisper all they liked.

But I was Harry Cross.

And in this company, I had the final word.

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Lucy Winslow

THE SALTY BREEZE OFF the Seattle waterfront always felt like coming home. Since I was little, I knew my place was right there, in the narrow aisles of my grandfather’s fish market, between the coolers and the sharp smell of seafood. While other people hurried along the concrete sidewalk, complaining about the stink, to me it was just another day in the only place I ever really loved.

My grandfather, Richard Calloway, was a man of few words and plenty of action. He raised my mother on his own, and then he raised me. I never knew my father, but to be honest, I never felt like I was missing anything. I grew up surrounded by love, and even on the hard days, I knew I had a home.

But the last few months had been rough. My grandfather got sick, and I had to drop my last semester of college to keep an eye on him. It wasn’t a hard decision—he was always my priority. But thank God, he was doing a lot better now. Next semester, I’d finally finish my degree. Just a little longer, and that business administration diploma would be mine.

I adjusted my apron, stained with fish scales, and looked up, watching my grandfather weigh a batch of shrimp for a customer. He looked strong again, his posture straight and his hands steady at the work he’d been doing for decades. An involuntary smile crossed my face.

That’s when the door to the fish market opened, and my mother walked in.

The click of her heels echoed against the worn tile floor, and the delicate scent of her expensive perfume mixed with the smell of fresh fish. Her perfectly pressed dress pants, the immaculate silk blouse, the structured coat—none of it belonged in this place.

“Lucy,” she said, offering a restrained smile. “How about we grab a coffee?”

She didn’t come here often, and whenever she did, she made a point of not touching anything. Not out of malice, just because this world hadn’t been hers since she started dating a very rich man.

Before I could answer, my grandfather looked up and smiled at me.

“Go on, girl. I’ve got this handled.”

“You sure, Grandpa?” I asked, hesitating.

He nodded, already turning back to work like it was nothing.

I sighed and pulled off my apron, feeling the damp fabric, cold from the ice.

“Alright, Mom,” I said, drying my hands on my jeans. “Let’s get coffee.”

She smiled, satisfied, and turned, waiting for me to follow.

We went to the café nearby, with wooden tables facing the sea. We sat across from each other, and I felt uncomfortable. Tourists chatted animatedly around us, and I kept wondering if they could smell the fish that seemed to have clung to my skin.

My mother pulled out a red bag and set it on the table. The shiny paper had gold letters in an elegant script, and even without opening it, I knew it was expensive.

“What’s that?”

“A gift. Open it.”

Carefully, I pulled the tissue paper out of the bag. A perfume bottle emerged from the tissue. Chanel No. 5.

“Mom... I don’t need this.”

She ignored my comment, like she’d been doing since I was a kid, and rested her hands on the table, her gaze distant.

“I wanted to tell you in person. William proposed.”

William. I didn’t need any more explanation. That was my mother’s boyfriend’s name.

“We’re getting married soon. I want you to come live with me, sweetheart. We’ve decided it’s time to introduce our families.”

I stayed quiet, staring at the sea. The sun was starting to set, painting the horizon orange and gold.

“I appreciate it, Mom. Really. But... I’m fine here, with Grandpa. Next semester, I plan to go back to class and finish my degree.”

She frowned, clearly annoyed.

“Lucy, I’ve never understood this resistance of yours to getting close to William. He’s always been kind to you. Why is this? Why do you...”

“Because we’re poor, Mom.”

Her eyes went wide with surprise.

“My God, Lucy, what kind of inferiority complex is that? My daughter, what did I do to make you feel this way?”

She seemed genuinely shaken, but I didn’t back down. I looked away, biting my lip, like that would give me the courage to speak.

“I heard a voice memo. A few months ago. It was on your phone. I overheard it by accident...”

She froze, her face going pale, like she already knew what I was going to say.

“What did you hear, Lucy?”

My throat tightened, but the words came out anyway.

“One of his sons, from the sound of it. He called you...” I took a deep breath. “He called you a gold-digging fishmonger and offered you money to stay far away from his father,” I murmured. “How do you expect me to like those people?”

My mother blinked a few times, no immediate reaction. I kept going, the anger rising with every word.

“If I ever run into that bastard in my life, I might not hold back. I’d punch him right in the face.”

“Lucy...” My mother looked scared by my reaction, and although she was visibly embarrassed, she still tried to downplay it, to justify their behavior. “It was one of William’s sons. He’s not a bad man, sweetheart. He just didn’t handle the beginning of our relationship well, but...”

“I don’t want to meet those people anyway, Mom! Honestly, I don’t even care to know anything about them,” I interrupted. “I’d rather stay here with Grandpa, with dignity, than force myself to smile around people who look down on our family’s work. Or worse, use it as an excuse to call us opportunists. I’ve never kissed anyone’s ass in my life, and I’m not about to start swallowing the arrogance of people who think money can buy everything.”

She stared at me in silence for a few moments. Then she took a deep breath and gently held my hand, her eyes glassy but strong.

“Okay. Okay. I just want you to know... I will never abandon you. Either of you. Not you, not your grandfather.”

There was something deep in the sincerity of those words. As hurt as I was, I knew my mother was trying.

“I know, Mom.” I squeezed her hand back.

My mother and my grandfather were everything to me. And that’s exactly why the thought of anyone treating them with less respect than they deserved was unbearable.

After we finished our coffee and my mother left, I went back to the fish market. The sun was already gone, leaving the sky in shades of deep blue, while the first lights on the pier began to flicker on. The food stalls, which always appeared at dusk, were already open. The smell of toasted bread, french fries, and fresh coffee mixed with the scent of the sea.

Grandpa gave me a knowing look but didn’t say anything. He knew I needed that silence. We closed up together and headed home, back to our usual quiet routine.

Once inside, I kicked off my shoes at the door and set the perfume bottle on the table. I stared at it for a few moments, feeling the weight of the conversation still hanging in my mind. Then I ignored the bottle and went straight to the bathroom.

After a hot shower, I put on my comfortable pajamas and made a bowl of instant noodles. The familiar smell filled the kitchen as I collapsed onto the couch, ready to finally finish an episode of my favorite show.

But peace, of course, never lasted long.

The knocking at the door started, insistent. Then I heard an excited voice from outside.

“Lucy! Open up!”

I sighed and got up, already knowing who it was.

When I opened the door, there was Abigail, with her mischievous smile and a bottle of cheap wine in her hand.

“Surprise!” she said, waving the bottle like a trophy. “Come on, get dressed. We’re going out.”

I crossed my arms and looked her up and down. Short leather jacket, worn-out boots, and her fiery red hair loose, dancing in the cold wind.

“I’m in pajamas.”

“Pajamas are overrated.” She walked in without waiting for an invitation, already opening the bottle of wine with a knife she found in my sink. “And before you come up with some lame excuse, I’m warning you: you are not spending another night watching TV and eating instant noodles.”

“I like my instant noodles.”

She rolled her eyes and threw her head back dramatically.

“Lucy, for God’s sake! You haven’t gone out in weeks! Pretty soon you’ll be an urban legend. The ghost of the fish market!”

I sighed. Arguing with Abigail was like trying to hold back the tide. Before I knew it, I was swapping my hoodie for a pair of jean shorts and a wool sweater.

“Fine. Let’s go before I change my mind.”

“What’s this here, Lucy?”

I looked at Abigail holding the bottle of perfume my mother had given me. She was examining it like it was a rare artifact in a museum.

“This perfume is crazy expensive!” Abigail said, shaking the bottle. “Since when did you stop being such a cheapskate, girl?”

“I didn’t buy it. My mother gave it to me.”

Abigail raised an eyebrow, clearly impressed, and opened the bottle. Before I could say anything, she sprayed the perfume on my neck.

“Abigail!” I protested, laughing as I pulled away.

“That’s right, girl!” she said, with a mischievous grin.

I touched my neck where the perfume now clung. It did smell really good, but Abigail’s over-the-top antics made me laugh even harder.

“Now you’re ready for anything, hot stuff. Who knows, you might run into some hottie who could be the love of your life... or at least the love of your night, right?”

“You’re hilarious. Let’s go before you drive me even crazier.”
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THE PIER WAS CROWDED that night. The lights hanging from the poles lit up the wooden walkway, reflecting on the calm water. The soft sound of a guitar player filled the air, blending with the noise of the waves. Food stalls gave off irresistible aromas—grilled sausages and mustard. Couples strolled hand in hand, while kids ran around barefoot.

I pulled my jacket tighter around me, trying to keep warm, while Abigail seemed unfazed by the cold wind.

“I should have brought something warmer,” I mumbled, shivering.

Abigail shrugged, smiling.

“Yeah, you should have. But you’re here, and that’s what matters.”

She stopped at a hot dog stand and ordered two sandwiches. While she wolfed hers down, she turned to me and said, with her mouth full, “I met a guy.”

I laughed.

“That’s nothing new, Abigail.”

She held up a finger, like she was about to reveal a secret.

“No, listen. This one’s different. He’s a cop.”

“Oh, right. Because a badge changes everything.”

She ignored my sarcasm and kept going, her eyes shining.

“And he has a scorpion tattoo on his back.”

I almost choked.

“A scorpion tattoo? Seriously?”

“Seriously!” She ran her hand over her arm, like she felt a shiver just remembering it. “Just thinking about it gives me goosebumps.”

I laughed, covering my mouth.

“You’re crazy.”

Abigail shot me a sharp look.

“Enough about me. I want to know about you. You talking to anyone? Seeing anyone?”

I looked away toward the sea, where the waves gently lapped against the anchored boats.

“No.”

“No, really?”

I sighed.

“I’ve accepted that I’m gonna die alone.”

Abigail burst out laughing so loud that an elderly couple walking in front of us turned around to stare. The woman whispered something to her husband, who coughed, embarrassed.

“You’re dying alone because you want to!” Abigail said, still laughing. “You stay in that fish market all day, and when you’re not there, you’re at home watching TV. You can’t meet anyone like that. Not to mention you keep dodging my invites to meet Nathan, that friend I always tell you about!”

“I’m perfectly happy with my fictional characters.”

She looked at me with a mischievous glint in her eyes, leaning in toward me.

“Okay, but I wanna know: do your fictional characters have a big dick like my friend Nathan? ‘Cause, look...”

“My God, Abigail!” I muttered, horrified.

The elderly couple who were still nearby practically stumbled, turning around so fast to stare at us. The woman put her hand on her chest, scandalized.

I covered my face with my hand, dying of embarrassment, while Abigail laughed like she’d just told the funniest joke in the world.

“You’re insane!” I muttered, pulling her by the arm to move us along.

“Like they didn’t say worse things back in their day. I bet they’ve got some good stories to tell.”

I smiled, rolling my eyes at that crazy woman, and we kept walking to the far end of the pier, where the luxury boats were anchored. Abigail stopped in front of a massive yacht, silver and gleaming under the moonlight.

“Wow.” She looked hypnotized.

Without saying a word, she pulled her phone out of her pocket and handed it to me.

“Take a picture of me here.”

I blinked, surprised.

“Wait... what?”

“I’m going on the boat.”

“Abigail, no!” I looked around, panicked. “That’s trespassing!”

Before I could stop her, she was already hopping onto the yacht with an irritating lightness.

“Get off there, you lunatic!” I whispered, looking around frantically.

She positioned herself in the center of the boat’s stern, spread her arms, and struck a dramatic pose.

“Come on, take the picture!”

Laughing, but nervous, I raised the phone and took the picture.

“Done. Now get off before someone calls the cops.”

She jumped back onto the walkway with the same ease, landing like an acrobat.

“Relax. If the cops show up, I’ll mention my tattooed cop.”

I shook my head, laughing.

“You’re impossible.”

“Now it’s your turn!” she said, flipping her hair back like a model.

“What? No!” I shook my head, stepping back. “No way.”

Abigail rolled her eyes.

“Oh, come on!” She gave me a light shove on the back, making me stumble onto the boat. “Go on, Lucy. Strike a good pose!”

“Abigail!” I protested, trying to keep my balance. “This is crazy!”

She was already at a safe distance on the walkway, phone in hand, ready to take a picture of me.

“Yeah, like that! Go back there, by that fancy couch.”

I sighed, tired, but obeyed. I walked to the back of the yacht, which looked like a luxury terrace. The white cushions and the flawless finish screamed “millionaire.” Or better yet, “billionaire.” Looking around, I realized this boat was way bigger and more luxurious than the others anchored at the pier. I turned to Abigail, still nervous.

“Happy now?”

She smiled, waving the phone.

“Now strike a pose. Let’s go!”

“This is ridiculous.”

I huffed, tossing my hair back, trying to look carefree. But before I could pose, the boat lurched. My body swayed, and my feet slid on the smooth floor.

“Ah!” I screamed, stumbling and falling backward onto the luxurious couch. My hair fell over my face, and it took me a second to process what had happened.

My heart started beating faster. Something was wrong.

“Lucy?” Abigail called, still laughing, aiming the camera at me. “You okay? Come on, get up!”

I was about to answer when I realized it: the boat was drifting away.

The dark water began to shift beneath my feet. The pier was getting farther and farther away.

“Abigail...” I murmured, feeling a chill run down my spine.

“What?” She frowned, realizing what was happening. “Wait... is the boat moving?”

My stomach dropped.

“Yeah, sure!”

“OH MY GOD!” Abigail dropped her phone and sprinted to the edge of the gangway. “GET OUT OF THERE!”

I jumped up, desperate. I ran to the side of the boat, but the gap between the gangway and the yacht was already too wide. Below me, the water looked ice-cold. I looked down at my feet. My pair of white All Stars. Without a second thought, I bent down and yanked off one shoe, held it tight, and hurled it as hard as I could toward the gangway.

The shoe landed with a dull thud near Abigail, who jumped back, nearly slapping her forehead in despair.

“What are you doing? JUMP, FOR GOD’S SAKE!” Abigail screamed.

I ripped off the other shoe, but when I looked at the sea, I shook my head, terrified. There was no more time. My hand was shaking, and the shoe slipped, falling to the floor.

“I’m not jumping! It’s freezing!”

“Then what are you gonna do? The boat is leaving!” Abigail was nearly hysterical, flailing her arms.

My heart felt like it was trying to leap out of my mouth. The dock was pulling away fast. Abigail was shouting, but her words started to blur with the sound of the boat’s engine and the icy wind on my face.

“Oh my God...” I whispered, gripping the boat’s railing. “What do I do now?”

The dock was just a cluster of glittering dots on the horizon now, shrinking as the boat slid through the dark water. The distant sound of laughter from the pier and the gentle waves melted into an unsettling silence, broken only by the steady hum of the yacht’s engine. My chest tightened as I watched Abigail turn into a blurry smudge, her voice fading into the void.

The boat finally stopped.

“Stopped?” I whispered to myself, hardly believing it.

A moment passed as I stared into the empty horizon. My heart, which had been pounding like a frantic drum, began to slow down.

“Stopped!” I repeated, a little louder this time, a shaky smile spreading across my lips.

But then I turned to look at the shore. The pinpricks of light seemed impossibly far away now, almost an illusion, like faint stars on the horizon. A sob escaped before I could stop it.

“Oh my God... I’m so screwed.”

I forced myself to take a deep breath, trying to push the panic away. It wouldn’t do any good to just stand there, freezing, hugging the railing. I had to do something. Fast.

“Okay, Lucy, think,” I told myself. What if I just say, ‘Hey, sorry, I accidentally invaded your boat. Any chance you could take me back to the dock?’ God! They’d probably hand me straight over to the cops.”

As humiliating as that idea was, it’d be better than drifting off to God knows where.

What do I do now? Should I call the police and explain the situation? Shit! I didn’t even bring my bag, let alone my phone. The dock was so close to home I thought I wouldn’t need anything, just some spare change in my jean shorts pocket for a snack.

So, I decided to move.

I started walking along the side of the boat, clinging to the railing and trying not to make any noise. I was just in my socks now, and the smooth floor was even more slippery, but at least my feet were still warm. With every step, I realized the sheer scale of the place. This wasn’t a boat. It was a floating palace. I passed a tennis court.

“Who puts a tennis court on a boat?” I muttered to myself, almost indignantly. “I didn’t even know people this rich existed.”

My shins were trembling—from the cold and the nerves—as I crept along the side corridor. The soft lights illuminating the deck were warm, but they did nothing to heat the air around me.

And then I saw movement.

A man was coming down a metal staircase from the upper deck. I hid behind a stack of folded towels on a side rack, barely breathing, but still peeking through the gap between the towels.

He was tall, with broad shoulders and a presence that seemed to fill the entire space. His dark brown hair was slightly disheveled, but in a way that looked deliberate. His well-trimmed beard highlighted the strong line of his jaw. He wore a white shirt rolled up to his elbows, and the slightly wrinkled fabric made him look... tired, like he’d had a long day.

He had to be about 37, maybe a little older, maybe a little younger.

Is he the owner of this boat?

I don’t even need to ask. A guy like that doesn’t exist without being rich. These stuck-up rich guys from Seattle all had the same look. It was like there was a pattern among them: a mix of arrogance disguised as confidence, designer clothes, and that look of someone who thinks they’re superior to everything around them.

As he came down the stairs, the confident sound of his footsteps made my heart race again. I can’t get caught here. I shrank back a little more, trying to disappear into the shadows. He crossed the corridor with that same confident posture and entered a spacious room, where an entire wall of glass made everything visible. I could see him clearly inside, standing still for a moment, as if he were in his own world.

The interior of the boat was a stark contrast to the biting cold outside. The gleaming wooden floor seemed warm under the golden lights, and luxurious sofas filled the space. A lit fireplace in the corner cast a welcoming glow on the walls.

The man walked to the other side of the room, and I, still hidden behind the stack of towels, found myself following his every move as if hypnotized. He picked up a thick glass and filled it with whiskey from a bottle that gleamed under the golden lights.

When he pulled his phone from his pocket, my eyes almost ached from straining to watch. He swiped his finger on the screen, read something for a moment, and then put the phone to his ear. It was then that a smile appeared at the corner of his mouth—slow, lazy. The smile of someone who knew they were winning the game, whatever it was.

“Woman,” I thought, deducing. “Definitely a woman on the other end of the line.”

As he spoke, I felt a ridiculous urge to know what the conversation was about. The glass muffled any sound, but his facial expressions made me imagine what he was saying. He relaxed into the sofa, sinking back as if completely at ease in his own domain. One arm rested casually on the top of the sofa, while he held the glass in the other hand, calmly swirling the amber liquid.

My mouth fell open before I realized it, and I muttered, imitating a deep, masculine voice:

“ ‘I’m here all alone, drinking whiskey... all I need is you, baby.’ ”

I couldn’t stop the conversation I’d invented from playing out in my head.

Him, with that husky voice: “I’m sad right now.”

And her, on the other end, with a sweet, teasing voice: “Why, honey?”

I imagined his answer coming with that lazy smile still on his face:

“I’m sad... you’ve been leaving me all alone. It’d be the perfect chance for you to meet my cat.”

I smiled, involuntarily, and almost whispered to myself:

“ ‘And I don’t even have a cat.’ ”

And, as if he’d heard my thoughts, he laughed at that exact moment.

His laughter echoed through the glass walls, and I found myself smiling along, like an idiot. For a moment, nothing else existed but his laugh and the unexpected warmth it brought.

But then reality hit me.

“What are you doing, Lucy?” I thought, straightening up behind the towels. The smile on my lips vanished as quickly as it had appeared, replaced by a serious expression. “I have to find a way out of here without being seen.”

A strong wind blew beside me, knocking something over with a dull thud. The sound echoed across the silent deck, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. My heart, already racing, hammered even faster.

“It was just the wind, Lucy. Calm down,” I thought, trying to convince myself. But my eyes fixed on the empty corridor, and a shiver ran down my spine.

Suddenly, a question popped into my mind: if that man was the owner of the boat, who was piloting it? Was he alone here? What if there was someone else?

I looked over my shoulder, suspicious, as if I could be caught at any moment. I was too exposed out here on the deck. It was ridiculous. “I can’t just stay here like this. I’m way too visible.”

I took a deep breath, hugging myself as I rubbed my arms to ward off the cold. Carefully, I decided to move. I needed a better hiding place, somewhere I wouldn’t be the most obvious target if someone walked by.

I walked along the side corridor with light steps. The cold wind was still whistling outside, but soon I spotted an open door. My whole body trembled, but this time it was relief.

The room seemed too big to be called a bedroom. Actually, it was bigger than my entire house. The bed, with impeccably white sheets, was surrounded by a soft rug that seemed to invite anyone to sink their feet into it. A huge bathtub occupied one corner, surrounded by decorative candles, and a built-in television on the wall flashed a screensaver of gentle, relaxing waves.

“Oh my God, it looks like a spa in there... and I’m out here freezing.” I muttered quietly, almost whining. “I just want a blanket... or two.”

The temptation was too great to resist. Swallowing hard, I gathered my courage and slipped into the room with cautious steps. The temperature difference was instant. It was warm inside, and the immediate comfort was like a warm hug.

“Ah, that feels so good,” I sighed, murmuring to myself.

Still, I couldn’t relax. I wasn’t safe. I kept walking slowly, taking in every detail of the room, until I passed through an open door that led to the living room where he had been before.

I hid behind the door, peeking. He was there, sitting on the leather sofa, and just before I could clearly hear what he was saying, he hung up the phone.

“Okay. We’ll talk Monday. Bye.” His deep, serious voice reverberated through the room.

So that was his voice?

I froze when he stood up. Oh my God! Was he coming this way? My brain went into overdrive. I looked around, desperate, and my eyes landed on the closet built into the bedroom wall. Without thinking twice, I crossed the room and squeezed myself inside, trying not to make a sound.

It was tight, but enough to hide. I carefully closed the doors, leaving a crack open to see what was happening outside.

The view of the living room was still clear. But this time, something about him had changed. The man looked different, as if his mood had flipped upside down.

He suddenly stopped in front of the glass wall, his hands in his pockets. His reflection seemed to stare back at him. For a few moments, he stood still, but I could feel the restlessness in every line of his body.

“Why is he like this now?” I thought, trying to understand the sudden shift in mood.

Without warning, he turned and started pacing again, picking up the whiskey glass he’d left on the table. He took a long gulp, as if he needed the liquid to silence something inside him, and then he tilted his head back, letting out a frustrated sigh.

I bit my lip, my heart pounding hard against my ribs. I had no idea what he was thinking or feeling, but one thing was certain: he didn’t look like the confident man who had laughed minutes ago. Something was bothering him, and I had no clue what it was.

And honestly, I didn’t want to find out.

I curled up tighter inside the closet, pressing my knees against my chest, praying he wouldn’t come into the bedroom. If he walked in and saw me... well, I’d rather not think about the possibilities.

Suddenly, he brought two fingers to the middle of his forehead, closing his eyes for a few seconds as if lost in thought.

I almost forgot to breathe, hypnotized by his powerful posture. But then, in a moment of nervousness, I shifted slightly to adjust my position.

CLANG!

A metal hanger fell from the rod and hit the floor with a sharp crash.

“Holy shit!” I whispered, freezing instantly.

My heart stopped. Literally stopped. I tried to curl up even smaller, as if I could disappear, but the noise of the metal hitting the floor seemed to go on forever. I squeezed my eyes shut, grinding my teeth, as a single word ran in circles through my mind: screwed!

“Please, God, get me out of this. I swear I’ll never go along with Abigail’s schemes and step onto a boat that isn’t mine. Not that I have a boat, but, you know, You get the point. Please, get me out of here. I promise I’ll go to church on Sunday! And Tuesday too! I’ll even tithe. I swear I will.”

I took a deep breath, squeezing my eyes even tighter, while the heavy silence enveloped me. But then, I heard it.

Footsteps.

Heavy, slow footsteps.

They echoed across the deck floor, resounding like an imminent warning. My heart was beating so loud I was sure he could hear it, even with the closet doors almost shut.

Thump.

“No, no, no, no, no!”

Thump.

“God, if You exist, please make me invisible right now.”

The footsteps kept coming, closer and closer. It was like the sound was reverberating directly in my chest, a growing rhythm pulling me into an abyss of panic.

“Okay, Lucy, calm down. He might be heading somewhere else. Maybe he didn’t even hear anything. Maybe...”

The footsteps stopped.

Right in front of the closet.

I swallowed hard, feeling cold sweat trickle down my neck. I couldn’t see anything, but I knew he was there. The energy in the air shifted, becoming heavier, denser.

“Oh my God, I’m going to die. How embarrassing.”

The door opened slowly, creaking slightly.

My eyes were still closed, my teeth clenched, practically glued to the walls of the closet. But even so, I felt the warm air from outside and his presence standing there.

The silence stretched on. One second. Two. It felt like an eternity.

I took a deep breath and finally opened my eyes.

He was there.

The man from the yacht.

His light eyes stared at me, intense, full of something I couldn’t tell if it was anger or disbelief. His jaw was clenched, as if he were holding something back—maybe an explosion of rage.

I, on the other hand, was frozen, like a deer in headlights.

“Who the hell are you?” he asked, his deep voice cutting through the air like a knife.

I tried to answer, but my mouth felt glued shut. No words came out, just a strange, disjointed sound.

He took a step forward, leaning in slightly, and the space inside the closet seemed to shrink even more.

“I asked... who are you?”

My mind screamed, desperate. “Say something, Lucy! Anything!”

“I... I...” I stammered, my hands trembling as I gripped the metal bar of the closet. “I swear I’m not a thief!” I suddenly yelled, my voice louder and shakier than I wanted.

He raised an eyebrow, and the tense line in his jaw softened for a moment, as if he were trying to process what he’d just heard.

I knew I looked like a lunatic. My eyes must have been wide as a rabbit’s about to be devoured. He crossed his arms, the sleeves of his shirt slightly rolled up, revealing strong forearms. And then, in that moment, I realized: this night was far from over.

​
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Harry Cross

“I SWEAR I’M NOT A THIEF!”

I stared at the open closet in front of me, and there she was: a woman with long brown hair, skin pale as porcelain, thick eyebrows that perfectly framed her face, naturally red lips, and those big eyes, full of fear, that seemed to beg for mercy.

She was one of the sexiest women I had ever seen.

My body, tense with rage—fueled by my father’s engagement to that little woman I couldn’t stomach—started to soften into curiosity at the frightened girl standing before me. But of course, I didn’t let it show.

I grabbed her by the arm and pulled her out of the closet. She nearly tripped over her own feet, her hand reaching out for anything to steady herself.

“I swear. I didn’t steal anything from you!” she repeated, her pleading eyes locked on mine.

“Who said you stole something here?” I shot back, my voice still heavy, as I let her go.

She blushed instantly, the flush creeping up her cheeks as her eyes dropped to where my hand still held her wrist. I noticed and let go.

“Can you tell me who you are?” I asked, planting my hands on my hips, making no effort to hide my suspicion.

She pressed her lips together, as if swallowing her shame, and answered in a low voice:

“Lucy. My name is Lucy.”

Lucy. It was an innocent name, just like the girl seemed to be—at least, for now. I tilted my head slightly and stared at her.

“Okay, Lucy. Now explain to me what the hell you’re doing inside the closet of my boat.”

Her eyes wavered, like she was fighting the urge not to tell me anything. But I was patient. I crossed my arms, still standing in front of her, and looked around, alert. It was unlikely that a crew had broken into my boat. The security system was flawless, and besides, who would be stupid enough to try? Billionaires in this country rarely went anywhere without security or weapons, and I wasn’t naive enough to be an exception.

“Is it just you? Or are you with someone?”

“I’m alone,” she answered, her voice trembling, barely able to look at me. “I’m sorry... I didn’t mean to sneak onto your boat. I was on the dock and...” She took a deep breath, stammering. “I climbed on just to take a picture at the back of the boat, and... and it started sailing before I could get off.”

I watched as she gestured nervously, the words tripping over each other, and felt the corner of my mouth lift into an involuntary half-smile. There was no way someone could be this clumsy.

“Oh, so that’s it,” I murmured, putting on a serious tone, but with poorly hidden amusement. “What should I do now?” I asked, frowning as if I were thinking. “Even if it was an accident, you trespassed on my boat... What should I do with you? Maybe throw you back into the sea to teach you a lesson?”

Her eyes widened, and for the first time, they met mine directly.

“What? Are you crazy? No! Please, don’t do that!”

I couldn’t hold back the laugh that burst out the next second.

“Relax. I’m kidding.”

She wiped her trembling hands on her jeans, and that’s when she hit me with that question:

“What’s so funny about that?”

For a moment, my jaw tightened. That nervous but defiant tone hit me in a way I didn’t expect. It was like she was calling me an idiot for enjoying the situation. But what really got to me was how she kept disarming me without even trying.

I looked away and cleared my throat, trying to hide the discomfort that had crept up along with that unexpected awkwardness.

“Yeah, you’re right. It’s not funny.”

When I looked at her again, she was calmer, but she was still hugging her arms around her body as if bracing for the worst. Without thinking too much, I blurted out the obvious decision:

“I’ll take you back to shore.”

She just nodded, her voice coming out as a hesitant whisper:

“Okay.”

I started walking, stopping for a moment to glance over my shoulder. It was quick, but I saw the doubt in her eyes, and it irritated me in a strange way. Like she thought I might do something besides drop her off at the shore.

I was about to take the next step when I remembered why I had come to this damn boat tonight. To drink until I forgot my father’s fucking engagement. Like that would make me swallow that little woman he chose.

But of course, Chad backed out. The plan to get wasted went down the drain. Now we were already in the middle of the sea. No rush for anything.

An idea popped into my head.

I turned around and walked toward Lucy. She stopped, and when she noticed me approaching, she took an instinctive step back, bumping into the mini-fridge.

“What are you doing?”

Her eyes widened, suspicious.

“The engine overheated,” I said, without an ounce of conviction, but keeping a straight face. “It wouldn’t be safe to leave now. I think we should wait a bit.”

She frowned, clearly confused.

“How can something overheat in water this cold?”

I swallowed hard, not having the patience to deal with her logic. I cleared my throat again and shot back firmly:

“That’s not how things work in a yacht’s mechanics.”

Lucy blinked a few times before murmuring, shyly:

“Oh, yeah... I get it.”

The silence between us stretched for a moment until the atmosphere turned awkward. I cleared my throat again, asking:

“In the meantime, do you want to sit with me in the lounge?”

Lucy lifted her head, wary, and opened her mouth to answer, but I cut her off with a half-smile:

“It’s just that I usually get to know a woman before I take her to the bedroom.”

Her eyes went wide, and her face turned red, just like I expected.

“Of course... I didn’t mean to—” she stammered, before mumbling quietly: “I mean... I’d rather stay in the lounge.”

I let out a crooked smile as she walked past me, hugging herself. The white socks caught my attention, and I wondered where her shoes were. My eyes drifted involuntarily to her legs. They were thick in just the right way, her pale skin contrasting with the short jeans that barely covered her thighs. For a moment, I felt a strange heat rise up the back of my neck, and I hated myself for it. She’s just a scared woman. Get a grip, for fuck’s sake.

I looked away and walked behind her, heading back to the lounge.

“Want anything? Whiskey, wine...?”

She sat down on the sofa, hesitant, and answered softly:

“Got any beer?”

A woman who likes beer. A smile spread across my face.

“Sure.”

I went to the fridge and grabbed two cans, handing one to her. Lucy opened it and took a sip, not looking at me. Her eyes were fixed on some point ahead, but her hands betrayed her nerves, squeezing and releasing the can repeatedly.

I dropped into the armchair across from her, crossing my arms as I watched her. Every move she made seemed sexy, even if that wasn’t her intention. And, well, I’ll admit it: I’ve always had a thing for innocent women. It might sound contradictory, but fuck it. That’s just how it is. I don’t bother making a checklist. Blonde, brunette, redhead—doesn’t matter, as long as she’s hot and has a juicy cunt. For the bed, that’s enough.

But a relationship? Ah, that’s a whole other story. I always figured I’d end up marrying a sweet woman, the kind who wouldn’t recognize malice even if it came with a manual. Cunning women piss me off, especially the ones who play the game to climb the ladder. Maybe that’s why I can’t swallow that opportunist my father calls his fiancée. Just thinking about her, about how their story started, and my patience is gone.

When I realized my stare was making her uncomfortable—she was almost curling into herself on the chair—I looked away.

“You okay?” I asked, breaking the silence, taking a sip of beer.

“Yeah... at least, I think so,” she answered, as if she were having an internal conversation. I looked at her again, noticing the shy way her cheeks were slightly flushed.

My eyes drifted down slowly, and I found myself staring at those damn white socks again. Her feet were tangled together, swinging nervously. I frowned and asked, without thinking:

“Where are your shoes?”

She bit her lower lip, those red lips that made me want to do something stupid. She didn’t answer right away, and I was almost sure she wouldn’t. But with a muffled, awkward laugh, she said:

“I... lost them, trying to jump back to the dock.”

I tried to picture the scene and almost laughed. But instead, I took a sip of beer, fighting the urge to smile.

“By the way, what were you doing at the dock?” I asked, more curious than I should have been. “Were you on a date? Leave your boyfriend behind?”

“Boyfriend? No! I was actually just hanging out with a friend.”

“And your friend? Why didn’t she come on board to take pictures with you?”

“That crazy one...” She took a short breath, trying to control herself. “It was my friend who got the idea to take pictures on the boat and then pushed me to do the same. But at the time, she was out on the gangway, taking photos of me while I just had the bad luck of being on the boat when it took off.”

I smiled, understanding everything.

“Sorry... Do you think your friend isn’t worried?”

“I hope she is.”

“Why don’t you call her to reassure her?”

She opened her mouth to say something, but stopped for a second. Then she answered, letting out a breath:

“I didn’t bring my phone.”

I got up and walked to the counter, grabbing my own phone. I held it out to her.

“Want to use mine?”

She looked at the phone like it was some strange object, then at me, clearly suspicious.

“Thanks,” she murmured, taking the device carefully.

While she dialed the number, I went to the kitchen pretending to do something, but I kept my ears tuned.

“Hi, Abigail. It’s me, Lucy,” she said in a low tone. She paused and continued: “Yeah, I’m still on the boat. There’s a guy here, but for now it’s fine... We’re just waiting for the engine to cool down... I’ll keep you posted, okay?”

I smiled when I heard her voice drop to a whisper:

“If I don’t check in within an hour and a half, call the police. Bye, love.”

She hung up and put the phone on the counter. When I turned to face her, my expression already carried a smile.

“So I’ve got an hour and a half with you?”

Lucy’s eyes widened, and she quickly bit her lower lip, clearly flustered.

“Oh, you heard that?”

“Yeah, I heard,” I answered, still smiling. “But strangely, I’m not offended. After all, it must be scary for a woman alone to be on board with a stranger she knows absolutely nothing about.”

She didn’t say anything, but the quick glance she shot my way made it clear I was right. It was almost like she was counting the minutes until she could get rid of me.

“Relax, Lucy. I don’t bite.”

Her eyes, which had been evasive before, now met mine with a firmness that didn’t match the shy tone of her voice moments ago.

“I’m not worried. I can take care of myself,” she answered, dryly, straightening her shoulders. She was flushed up to her ears, the bare skin of her neck rising in a rosy tint.

“Then why do your hands shake every time I look at you?” I asked, feeling the provocation creep into my voice.

She blushed even more, as if my observation had hit a nerve. She took a deep breath, trying to keep her composure, but it was clear I had caught her off guard.

“Okay. I might be nervous, but don’t underestimate me,” she said, trying to throw a threatening look my way. But it only made her look... cuter. “I did two years of karate.”

A laugh almost escaped my lips, but I held it in, leaning forward a little.

“Going to hit me for what? Do you think I’m a serial killer or something? I should be the one scared of you. You’re the one who broke into my boat, pirate.” I looked at her with a mischievous smile, waiting for her reaction.

“Pirate?” she repeated, blinking in surprise.
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