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THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental. 
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Thanks for picking up my book, readers! 

BONUS: Sign up for my newsletter and get the free romance novella, Angle Shot, absolutely free!

COCKTAIL CRUISE LINES

Welcome to the Spirit of the Sea! Where strangers become friends and friends become something more...

––––––––
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THE Spirit of the Sea is Florida's only cruise line that caters to singles looking for love! Join us for a 4-day, 7-day, or 12-day cruise, and enjoy itineraries in both the Eastern and Western Caribbean as you meet potential romantic partners or make long-lasting friendships. We have suites, deluxe double cabins, and plenty of single cabins with connecting doors. Come by yourself or come with friends, but know that your every need will be taken care of. We feature top-of-the-line restaurants, night clubs, outdoor sports and recreation, a spa, a theater, and a variety of activities both on the ship and in our ports to help you meet that special someone.
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4-Day Cruise Itinerary:
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Day One: Depart Tampa

Day Two: Key West

Day Three: At Sea

Day Four: Arrive Tampa
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Signature Cruise Cocktail:

Spirit Sex on the Beach
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All signature cocktails are only $5.00 for the entire cruise. Even better, enjoy 2-for-1 signature cocktails during Happy Hour each day from 4-7 pm in any of our poolside bars!
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CHAPTER 1
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Savvy Tip of the Day:

You do not need anyone else to complete your life—not your professional life, not your personal life, not your sex life. You are perfectly okay all by yourself.

––––––––
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CASSIDY ARNEZ YANKED on a body-skimming black top and adjusted her silver-and-black lace bra. She leaned over her laptop, precariously positioned on the bathroom counter next to her makeup and flat iron, and skimmed yesterday’s website stats. In less than a year, her blog rants about how women could please themselves without waiting for Mr. Right had turned into a full-fledged sex advice column. Last month, she'd launched a paid newsletter that numbered close to ten thousand subscribers. She had moderate but steady ad income each month, and after the site had gained national recognition two months ago, her numbers continued to climb.

Who would have guessed that the Savvy Sex Goddess’s Guide to Life, Love, and Getting What You Want might become the biggest success of Cass’s life?

Who would have guessed that it remained her biggest secret?

Her doorbell rang, and she glanced at the clock. With a little luck, in a few hours she’d be stretched out poolside, with a drink in hand and nothing but three days of cruising and sunshine ahead of her. 

“Coming, I'm coming, hang on,” she called. She stuffed a floral bikini into her carry-on and dug through her drawer for mascara. “It’s open,” she added.

Cass’s best friend Louise walked inside the spacious apartment. “You’re not ready?”

“Almost.”

Lou leaned in the bathroom doorway. “Traffic will be terrible if we don’t get to Tampa before four.”

“I wish you could come,” Cass said.

“Me too. But I need this temp job, especially in the middle of tax season.”

Cass finished her eye makeup and added some blush and lipstick. She wasn’t about to turn down a free cruise, even if she had to go solo. 

“You look great,” Lou said, “even though you’re way overdressed for a cruise.”

Cass arched a brow, zipped her makeup bag, and placed it into the top of her open suitcase. “There’s no such thing.” She put her laptop into its black leather case and settled it into the suitcase. For the umpteenth time, she thought about telling Lou about the website. I’m the Savvy Sex Goddess, she’d say, tossing the confession over her shoulder as if it didn’t really matter. Everything that happened back in February, with your post going viral and the website having to shut down for two days? I knew about it because I own it. 

It shouldn’t matter, but then again, not everyone in the tiny town of Hope’s Landing, or even everyone in the state of Florida, thought the Savvy Sex Goddess should be doling out sex and relationship advice. That much was clear from the blog comments or letters to the editor, all of which had skyrocketed since the Charming Hearts debacle two months ago. Most readers supported her website, but some thought she was going to hell simply because she talked openly about self-love. Lou read the advice columns, but she had no idea who wrote them. And she’d probably flip if she knew what her best friend did on the side, especially since Lou had been the one to nominate Cass for the Daughters of Education Teaching Award last year. She, like everyone else in town, believed that Cass was the quintessential elementary school teacher, who spent her free time thinking about ways to grow seeds in paper cups or make Father’s Day cards. 

No way would Cass let on that she regularly reviewed handcuffs and vibrators or led monthly online chats about the best methods of masturbation. 

She grabbed the envelope that held a personal letter from the Cocktail Cruise Line, along with her boarding pass to the Spirit of the Sea. According to Lou, everyone who’d been on that fated cruise back in February, the first and last that featured the Charming Hearts speed dating service, had been given the same offer:

On behalf of the entire cruise line, we would like to offer you a complimentary four-day cruise anytime during the month of April or May...

Since spring break for the Hope’s Landing school district fell conveniently in the first week of April, here she was.

Cass stepped into black wedges and pulled on an over-sized floppy hat. She turned off the lights and slipped her purse over her shoulder. Then her gaze stopped at the picture hanging by the door, the way it always did. Cass and her twin brother Carlos stood arm in arm on the Hope's Landing High School football field, on the sunny afternoon of their graduation six years ago. Wide smiles and matching dimples. Rabbit ears made with their fingers over each other's heads, the way they'd always posed for pictures back then. Long, sweeping beams of June light surrounded them, casting shadows at their feet. Draped over the silver frame was Carlos's Purple Heart, given posthumously to the Arnez family almost two years ago. 

Cass wrapped a rose-colored silk scarf around her neck and slipped on designer sunglasses. “I'm dressed like this because I never who I’ll run into,” she said to Lou, “or what might happen around the next corner.” She opened the door and rolled her suitcase down the sidewalk to Lou’s waiting car. 

Or how many times she would learn to reapply makeup so the world didn't know she'd been crying, or the ways in which she could recreate herself in order to keep getting up every morning.

###
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“I CAN’T MAKE IT TO the game tonight.” Bryce Anderson shifted his cell phone from one ear to the other, thankful to be working from home today. He winced and rubbed his temples. Too many shots of tequila after glasses of champagne last night, celebrating at the office over the first quarter’s numbers. “I’m going on a four-day with the Spirit of the Sea.” He popped two aspirin and downed half a glass of water. Why the hell had the Florida sun decided to shine full strength this afternoon?

“Oh yeah,” his best friend Toby said. “Forgot. That’s a rough life you’ve got.”

Bryce grinned. Didn’t he know it. His family hadn’t handed him the CFO job at Cocktail Cruise Line, though; he’d had to earn it fair and square. An MBA and two years of experience working at one of the top firms in Miami had convinced both his father and his Uncle Max that he deserved to manage the cruise line’s money. He liked the job, and he was good at it. First quarter numbers through the roof. 

Cruising every so often was just a nice fringe benefit.

“You taking Sheila with you?”

“Nope. She can’t make it.” A cute redhead that he’d been seeing for a few weeks, Sheila was leaving tomorrow for a month-long motorcycle trip, and Bryce didn't do motorcycles. Or long-distance. 

“All right, man. Call me when you’re back.”

“I will. See ya.” He clicked over to answer a number he didn't recognize. “Bryce Anderson.”

“Well, hello there.”

Not Sheila. Not the new secretary on the first floor of his office building either, though they’d been flirting on and off for the last month. Bryce flipped back through his recent dates but couldn't find a face that matched the lilting voice on the other end of the line. “Hi.”

“It's Theresa.” Pause. “From last night.”

He rolled his head from side to side. Last night after the office party, he'd hit a strip club with a couple of the other guys. He didn't recall giving his number to anyone, but his memory wasn’t always reliable, especially after tequila. “Hey, how are you?”

She laughed, and he got a vague memory of her face. Tiny frame, big hair, lots of makeup. Hour-glass figure. He couldn't recall anything else. “I'm still missing a shoe, but otherwise I'm fine.”

A shoe? He searched his brain and came up with nothing.

“Are you free tonight?” she asked. “I thought we could grab a drink.”

“Aw, I can't. I'm sorry. I’m actually leaving on a cruise in a couple of hours.” 

She didn't laugh this time. “If you don't want to see me again, just say so.”

“I’m serious. I have to go for work.” He wondered if he’d even told Theresa where he worked or what he did. “I’m leaving today and coming back Sunday morning. If you want to get a drink next week sometime, though, that would be cool.”

“'Cool'?” She clicked her tongue, and Bryce got another quick recall of her face. Blue eyes and a smile he wouldn't mind seeing on the pillow beside him. On another day, or maybe in another life, when he didn't work eighteen-hour days, Theresa might be a nice girl to spend time with. But in the here and now, they didn't have a prayer. He could tell Theresa right now that coffee or no coffee, great sex or lukewarm, they'd be done within a month. She'd want a commitment, and he'd pull away. It wouldn't work out. 

It never did. 
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CHAPTER 2
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Savvy Tip of the Day:

A first date, or even a first conversation, shouldn't last too long. Always leave that potential Someone wanting more...

––––––––
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BOARDING THE Spirit of the Sea hadn’t taken long. Cass’s luggage would arrive at her cabin sometime in the next few hours, but for now she settled herself into a lounge chair on the Sun Deck, content to take in the view.

“This is exactly what I needed.” She adjusted her bikini top and looked around for the bar. The Cocktail Cruise Line catered to singles, but Cass wasn’t really there to pick up a guy. A few days away from school, a few days where she could write advice columns to her heart’s content, made this cruise worthwhile. That, and the fact that she hadn’t had to pay for it. A familiar figure crossed the deck, and she watched him over the tops of her sunglasses. Tall, with long dark hair pulled into a tight ponytail and limbs that moved with sinewy grace, the ship’s ballroom dance instructor walked to the bar and ordered what looked like a glass of water. 

Cass licked her lips. She and Lou had spent more than a few fleeting minutes admiring that man and his moves, on the cruise back in February. But he spoke to no one and didn’t even glance her way when he walked by on his way to the elevators behind her. She pushed her sunglasses back into place and sank deeper into her lounge chair. He wasn’t the only good-looking guy on this ship, not by a long shot. 

“I’ll have one of your specials,” she asked the waitress who came by a few minutes later.

“Spirit Sex on the Beach?” asked the young blonde, with half her head braided in corn rows and a bright smile. 

“Perfect.” She'd always liked that pale orange cocktail with the fun, flirty name. Cass's gaze followed the waitress to the bar and then fastened on the bartender instead. “Well, hello there,” she purred under her breath. She crossed one leg over the other. “Look over here, handsome, and I'll give you a reason to put an extra shot in that drink.” She measured him from afar: thick biceps, shirt sleeves rolled up tight, flat stomach, gel-spiked hair, deep, dark eyes. Toothpick in one corner of his mouth. Towel tucked into his waistband. No smile, but he hadn't looked her way yet, so she could excuse the serious expression. 

Her mind whirled, drafting next week's column, which might focus on convincing a bartender to make a woman's drink exactly the way she wanted it and deliver it in person. Then follow up with a body shot or two in bed. Bondage optional. Cass smiled. She was learning more every day about catering to her audience. 

The waitress dropped off her cocktail, and Cass drank deeply. Eyes closed, she lay back and let the sun and the vodka work its way under her skin. Most of her regular readers, like Lou, craved monogamy and love and waking up to the same set of shoulders each morning. They preferred advice columns on how to catch a man, then keep a man, then spice things up a few years down the road after marriage and kids took the wind out of their sails. 

Cass? Not so much. Commitment, permanence, the future – she steered clear of those. Dangerous words. Dangerous concepts. She’d realized after the first few months of writing the Savvy Sex Goddess that many of her columns were about being happy alone because that was what she preferred. 

Sure, Cass listened to Lou when her friend talked about sex not replacing love, about how sleeping with a variety of guys filled a bed but not a void, but Cass knew all that and then some. If the way she spent her nights kept her from falling into the darkness of her own thoughts, her own grief over losing her brother, then she didn’t think there was anything wrong with that. The Savvy Sex Goddess might have saved a lot of readers who lacked confidence or experience in the bedroom, but it had also saved Cass. Only by becoming someone else, by focusing on the present and nothing else, had she managed to survive Carlos’s death. 

Cass took another long sip. She hadn’t come on the cruise looking for anyone in particular, but neither would she turn down the right good-looking stranger. Not only would a good romp in bed take the edge off, but it might give her some inspiration for a new column. Vacation flings definitely had a place in a single woman's repertoire, and she planned on sharing her thoughts on that in the next few advice columns. Her Savvy Sex Goddess readers would love stories from an exotic location. The more exotic, the better. Cass smiled. That way she too could dream about Mr. Whoever long after she'd left him behind, a nice fantasy and nothing more. 

###
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CASS TOOK THE ELEVATOR to the Lucky Rolls casino around ten, after an early-evening massage and dinner in the Grand Dining Room. She played the slots occasionally, though tonight’s mission was more about watching the crowd. She had a monthly feature titled “Best Pick-Up Places You Haven’t Tried,” and a casino was next on her list. Money, free drinks, and the adrenaline rush of winning big – or losing big – at any moment combined to make one hell of a turn-on, in her opinion.

She’d been inside less than five minutes when a tall, broad-shouldered guy approached. 

“Hey, beautiful.” He grinned. “Want to be my good luck charm for the rest of the night?”

She gave him a long look. He could've appeared on the cover of a men's fitness magazine, with those arms and abs his black shirt did nothing to hide. A little tall for her taste, but she wasn’t planning on dating him. As long as he knew what he was doing in bed, he'd be perfect column material. Then she blinked. “Bryce?”

His smile went crooked. Then his blue eyes flashed, and the smile went wicked and wide. “It is you. Cassidy. From the cruise back in February, right?”

“Cass. And yes. We met on shore, right?”

He nodded, his gaze raking her. One of a bachelor party back then, Bryce had come onto her in a bar on Key West. “You’re lookin’ good.” He rested one arm on the wall behind her, easy enough since he must have been around six-five to her five-four, hourglass build. Shit, but he was tall. She’d worn four-inch heels, but he still towered over her. Her head dropped back so she could keep her gaze on his.
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