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Max

THEY SAY THE SEA HOLDS the secrets of every love it has ever witnessed, and maybe that’s true.

Over the endless days I spent sailing the oceans—whether serving my country, commanding one of my company’s luxury cruise ships, or running jobs for the mafia, to whom my family owed a debt—I’ve been told countless stories.

Some were too absurd to believe, and I’d listen and file them away as legends. Ninety percent of them were love stories.

A friend’s grandfather, who was my commander in the navy, was the greatest storyteller I ever met at sea, especially after a few shots of rum, when he’d pretend we were pirates on the side of the law.

He told the same ones over and over, but his favorite went like this: a long time ago, the god of the seas fell in love with a mortal—a young woman with eyes as blue as the deepest waves. She lived in a coastal village, and every night she walked along the beach, staring at the horizon as if she could hear something no one else could.

The god, enchanted by her beauty and her loneliness, promised he would come for her when the full moon reflected perfectly on the water.

And so he did.

On a night of calm seas and a silver moon, he rose from the waves, wrapped in mist and foam, to take her with him. But there was a condition: she could never look back as they entered the submerged kingdom. If she did, she would lose everything.

They walked together, the waves whispering eternal promises. But just as they were about to vanish into the ocean, she heard her mother’s voice calling her name, and at the last instant, she looked back.

The god of the seas disappeared, and with him, all the enchantment. The young woman was left alone on the sand, and ever since, they say she walks the beach every night, waiting for him to return. And the sea, whether rough or calm, holds in its tides the memories of a lost love, along with the endless tears of the maiden.

When I was just a boy, eager to conquer the sea and live adventures in its depths, the legend fascinated me. It was one of my favorites, and my commander knew it, so he told it again and again.

After I met the woman I fell in love with, the legend lost its charm.

No matter how mythological a story it was, meant to entertain bored sailors, it hit too close to home.

To the woman I lost.

But the truth was, I felt less like the god of the seas and more like that young woman wandering the beaches, waiting for her love to return.

I lost her not because I looked back, but because I didn’t protect her. I was still paying the price for that.

It had been six months.

“Captain!” I heard one of my crewmen calling me, snapping me out of my trance, and I was grateful for it.

We were out on the open sea, on my boat, running an errand for a... friend—so to speak. Given the life we led, it wasn’t unusual to get surprises and get intercepted by enemy vessels.

I figured that was it.

“What is it, Paul?” I asked, turning my full attention to him.

“We just found a small boat drifting. There are two people inside. A young woman and a baby.”

I pushed off the railing of the deck, not bothering to ask any more questions, just running toward where Paul started leading me.

She was a young woman, blonde. Couldn’t have been more than twenty-three years old, and she was badly hurt. Looked like she’d been shot in several places, although she was still alive. Barely.

I tried to use my medical training—I’d actually finished med school and served as a doctor in the navy—but I knew it was too late. She’d already lost too much blood, especially from her mouth, which meant a major organ had been hit.

“T-take care...” I heard her say, her voice weak, almost inaudible.

I leaned in, because I knew she’d said something else after that, words I couldn’t catch.

“Don’t strain yourself. We’re getting you to a hospital...”

We could try. Or at least give her that comfort. She wouldn’t last much longer.

“T-take care of the child. P-please...”

That was the last thing she said to me before her eyes went wide, turned glassy, and her head lolled to the side.

A life lost right in front of me. How many times had I seen that before? But a girl this young...?

Almost as if it knew what was happening, the child next to her started crying.

I picked her up carefully, noticing her little outfit was pink. She was very, very small. Couldn’t have been more than a few days old.

How dangerous would it be for a newborn to be exposed to the sea, the cold, the outside world—no vaccines, no care? What could have happened that made that woman get in a boat with her baby in the middle of the ocean, begging strangers for help?

An abusive husband...? I might never know.

All I had in that moment was the tiny baby in my arms. I felt big and clumsy holding her, but the second she was cradled, she stopped crying.

For a few seconds, I was afraid she hadn’t made it, that she’d died along with her mother, but her little eyes opened with effort. They were gray, and I believed they would turn blue... Like mine.

Like her mother’s, too, who had just passed.

In that moment, as the girl looked at me, I knew... she had been sent to me for a reason. And I wasn’t going to let her go.

So I started to think that the sea, once again, had witnessed a love story. Only a different kind of love. The love that was born with the making of a father.

Because that’s what I became in that instant, without even knowing where that little girl came from. She was mine now, and no one was going to take her from me.
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Sabine

Months Before The Prologue

I’VE ALWAYS BEEN A little afraid of the sea. It didn’t surprise me, though, that he chose to give me a gift that would keep us sailing for over a month, anchoring in countries far from home.

It was his way of making sure I couldn’t run.

At the same time, it was strange how the wind whipping through my hair, tangling it all up, gave me such a powerful feeling of freedom when, in truth, that enormous ship was more of a prison than if I’d been thrown into a cell and left there to rot.

I closed my eyes, trying to calm the chaos inside me. The vastness of the ocean, with its unknown secrets, somehow mirrored what I felt.

Maybe that was life’s cruel irony: being surrounded by a freedom that would never be mine.

Each wave that crashed against the hull seemed to murmur promises of new beginnings, but I knew there was nowhere to run.

My fate had already been written, and I was nothing but a pawn moved by hands that had never once asked me what I wanted.

Maybe if the sea swallowed me whole, I’d at least feel something real. Not this endless emptiness, this constant sense of drifting, even with my feet planted firmly on the ground and—

“Miss?” The soft, familiar voice of Lauren—the employee Landon, my fiancé, had hired to be my companion for the entire cruise—cut through the wind’s whispers, pulling me out of my little trance. “Are you all right? If you need seasickness medicine...”

I turned toward her with a smile.

She was about my age and had been very attentive so far.

“No, thank you. I’m not feeling sick.”

Without a word, she stepped closer, positioning herself beside me, arms resting on the railing.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it? All this sea.”

She was in awe of the chance to take a trip like this. Even though she’d been assigned to the lowest part of the ship, Lauren had praised every facility. She was a very simple girl, as far as I could tell, who took care of her family and sent them money every week.

“I’ve never been on a boat in my entire life,” she said, chatting openly again.

I was more reserved. I didn’t usually talk much about myself, especially after the engagement—after I was sold to a man I barely knew, a man who inspired so much fear and distrust in me.

I never understood what he wanted from me, but he insisted so relentlessly that my parents gave in. How could they not, when the blackmail had also swayed me?

The thing was, Lauren was a good counterbalance. I liked listening to her. We’d only known each other for two days, but she was good company for my melancholic days and nights.

“Neither have I,” I replied, turning my eyes back to the ocean.

“No way? But you’re so classy. I thought you’d done cruises before.”

I let out a laugh.

“I’m not classy, believe me. Maybe I’m just good at fooling people. I don’t come from a rich family.”

Lauren’s jaw dropped.

“But you’ve got manners, you know? Elegance. You’re graceful, well-dressed...”

“My mother taught me a few things, but within the limits we had.”

“Well, you’ll be high society now. With the marriage and all...”

Every time she mentioned the wedding, she smiled, convinced it was a big moment for me. As if it were every woman’s dream to marry a handsome, rich man who would treat her like a princess.

Fairy tales, when faced with reality, could turn into real nightmares.

“Yeah, I suppose so,” I answered, after taking a deep breath, pulling my gaze away again toward the sea.

The horizon seemed to merge with it, creating a faint line that almost disappeared into the sky, darkening with the slow arrival of dusk. Gentle waves crashed against the ship’s hull, and the sound of the sea almost made me close my eyes again.

I gripped the railing, feeling the cold metal under my fingers, as if I needed something solid to anchor me. But even there, nothing felt stable.

“Do you mind if I say something?”

Lauren interrupted my thoughts again, but I was grateful to her for it, because the things that had been running through my head lately weren’t always the kindest.

“Only if you stop calling me ‘miss.’”

“Oh, but Mr. Everett wouldn’t like that.”

“He doesn’t have to know. We can do it only when we’re alone.”

“But I’m afraid I’ll slip up when he’s around.”

“Don’t worry. It’s something I can explain.”

Despite everything, Landon still wanted to please me. There were many things he controlled, forbade, and demanded, but Lauren calling me by my name or “miss” wouldn’t be grounds for a fight.

Out of everything, that was the least of my problems.

“But yes, you can say your piece. I’m curious now.”

“It’s silly, and I probably shouldn’t even be telling you, mi—Sabine,” she corrected herself as I shot her a reproachful look. A smile spread across my face, and I nodded. She leaned in to whisper in my ear. “Have you taken a look at the captain of the ship?”

“No, why?”

“Ever since I saw Titanic, I only picture ship captains like the one in that movie. Old, with a beard... But this one’s nothing like that!”

“Thank God. We don’t want to imitate the Titanic...” I joked, making her laugh.

“If you turn around casually, he’s up there, leaning on the railing too, alone.”

I did what Lauren asked, turning as if I were trying to get out of the wind while fixing my hair. I tried to be discreet, but it was hard to keep my composure when I saw the man she’d mentioned.

“I swear to God, Sabine... I have never seen a more beautiful man in my life,” Lauren added, while I stared at him.

And indeed, neither had I. Not in person, anyway.

He had spiky blond hair, eyes so blue I could make out the color from where we stood, an athletic build, and an imposing height. Dressed in his captain’s uniform, all white, he looked like he’d stepped off the cover of some romance novel—a perfect fantasy.

The right thing would have been to look away immediately, before he noticed I was staring. But it was too late.

I kept looking, curious, maybe a little surprised. He seemed so at ease in the midst of all that grandeur, as if he belonged to the sea itself. At some point, he noticed me too. Our eyes met by chance, but neither of us looked away right away.

For an instant, we just stood there, watching each other from a distance. He showed no particular emotion, and neither did I. It was just a silent acknowledgment, almost casual, that we were in the same place. He raised an eyebrow slightly, as if assessing who I was, and I did the same, unsure what to think.

Then, unhurriedly, he looked away, turning his attention back to some task awaiting him. And the moment passed, as quickly as it had begun, leaving only a vague curiosity hanging in the air.

“See? Handsome as a prince. I’m going to dream about that man for the whole month I’m on this ship. Different scenarios. Portugal, Italy, Greece... Everywhere.”

I swallowed hard, almost regretting that brief exchange of glances, but I managed a smile for Lauren.

“Maybe he’s single?” I asked, turning back to face the sea, almost as if trying not to look for him again.

A seagull dove toward the water, as if about to plunge in, and I focused on it to avoid any risk.

“As if a man like that would want anything to do with me. He owns the cruise company. Has a ton of ships. Must be as rich as a king.”

“And how do you know all this?”

“I’m well-informed. The crew downstairs won’t stop talking about him. The women, especially. Some men too, of course. He already has a fan club. Everyone’s in love with Captain Max Cavendish.”

Max Cavendish. So that was his name.

A name as imposing as his presence. A man like him couldn’t go unnoticed—not with that posture and the impeccable uniform. And knowing who he was, everything made more sense—the air of authority, the quiet confidence with which he moved around the ship.

A captain, and not just any captain... the owner of it all. He was clearly used to being watched, admired.

Still, I felt the strangeness of that exchange of glances. Not that there was anything special about it, but it was curious how that brief moment made me wonder what he thought of me.

To him, I was probably just another passenger, one among many. Even so, something about him intrigued me.

Maybe it was just the imagination of a twenty-two-year-old girl, confined within herself, about to follow a fate she didn’t want.

Maybe it was just my mind’s attempt to sketch a fairy tale, even if it would never come true—just so that, like Lauren, I’d have something to dream about at night to keep all the nightmares away.

“He’s probably used to it by now,” Lauren went on. I already knew that once she started, she wouldn’t stop. “Probably has a different woman in every port he docks at.”

“Maybe. But maybe not.”

“How could he not, Sa—Sabine?” She caught herself. “A man like that? If he’s single? Oh, I bet he breaks a heart in every country. But oh well... he’s entitled to it. And you’re not doing badly yourself. It’s just me who needs to quiet her thoughts and settle for being single. Or maybe some nice guy from my own class will show up here, so I can dream too?”

Lauren walked away, humming, while I thought about how many women must think like her—that I was lucky. Landon was a handsome man...

If only they knew.
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Max

THOSE SMILES WERE FAKER than a three-dollar bill.

People kept approaching, all with the same artificial gleam in their eyes and rehearsed lines. I was used to it—it came with the game. As host of the entire ship, my attention was a hot commodity, but I knew it wasn’t just because I was the captain. It was about power.

Everyone had their own reasons for being there. Some were just there for leisure, of course. But others... a lot of them had motives that were a little less simple to admit.

The first night of a cruise always had a celebratory feel. The ball was a big deal, especially for first-time passengers, eager for a luxury experience they could brag about later.

The women wore gowns, the men sharp tailored suits. But for me, it was just another part of the job. Show my face, greet the guests, project the image that everything was under control.

And it was. My cruises weren’t just famous for being extremely luxurious, with comfortable cabins, top-tier cuisine, and a first-class wine cellar. We offered safety, with a perfect record of zero accidents in the last five years of service.

There were incidents, of course. Everyday stuff, from passenger carelessness, but nothing that tarnished our record.

The Poseidon, the ship we were sailing on this time, was monstrous, in the best sense of the word. At three hundred meters long, she cut through the water with the majesty of a colossus.

The hull, coated in an elegant deep blue, reflected the sunlight as we sailed, while the name engraved in golden letters gleamed proudly on her side.

Capable of accommodating up to three thousand passengers, the Poseidon was equipped with luxurious cabins, each with a private balcony offering panoramic views of the sea.

The grand central atrium served as a meeting point, with its glass dome letting in natural light, and was adorned with indoor gardens that brought a touch of nature to the space.

The onboard technology was state-of-the-art, with advanced navigation systems that ensured a smooth crossing, even in rougher waters. Equipped with stabilizers, the Poseidon minimized the roll, guaranteeing our passengers a tranquil voyage.

During sailing times, the leisure areas were busy with those seeking entertainment. From the theater to the game room, everything was carefully planned to ensure the onboard experience was unforgettable.

Yes, the Poseidon wasn’t just a ship; it was a world in miniature, a floating fortress of luxury that carried its guests to dream destinations, while keeping us safe on the vast and mysterious ocean.

I kept moving through the crowd, getting stopped every few steps, interrupted, until I finally reached where I wanted to be. I let out a discreet huff, so they’d understand I’d been held up by forces beyond my control, but I was greeted with a champagne flute.

The four of us toasted, and I finally let my tense shoulders drop, feeling at home.

“Thought we’d have to pay for the pleasure of your company, Captain,” the first to speak was Micah Tatterfield, one of my best friends.

This was my core group, really. The guys I admired most in the whole world; the ones I could have a friendship with that didn’t drag me back to the other side of my life.

The darker side.

Micah Tatterfield, Damon McCarthy, Kade Finnegan were tycoons I’d met on one of my cruises. They’d been friends for a long time, but I ended up joining the group because we really clicked. Since each of them lived in a different part of the States, we hardly ever saw each other, but once a year they’d show up on one of my cruises, always the biggest one, coordinating their vacation time.

With those three guys, things were a lot lighter. We acted like thirty-something single men: we drank together, went out when we could, met some girls, and had fun.

With them, there was no tension about where the first bullet might come from, or having to glance over my shoulder to make sure I wasn’t being followed.

It was a friendship that didn’t ask for anything in return.

“Unfortunately, I have to give in to that part,” I said, raising my glass. “What should we toast to?”

“What else? To your success,” Kade declared, urging the others on.

“To that, and to you guys being here. None of my cruises are as fun as when I’ve got my brothers with me.”

“Fuck, man, you’re gonna make me cry...” Damon mocked. He was the joker of the group. Micah was the cynical one with a light arrogance that was almost endearing. Kade was the most responsible of us.

Me... well... I was the one trying desperately to hide who I really was. The mysterious one... as they used to say.

Even though all three of them knew about my dangerous ties to organized crime—because of a family debt—my attempts to be like them, just living their lives with their good choices, were endless.

We four toasted and took a sip of champagne, which was always top quality. Everyone who set foot on my ships got a unique and complete experience. The trip was extremely expensive, for millionaires, but I offered excellent service.

Unfortunately, it all started with mafia funding.

I was thrown into it without much choice. If I was going to be forced to move in those circles anyway, I might as well make the most of it. If my soul was already sold to the devil, all I could do was embrace him and accept it.

“Did any mafia people come on board this time?” Kade, always worried about that, asked.

“Unfortunately, yes. A few, to be honest. One of them bought the Gold ticket. He’s our VIP passenger.” I paused, scanning the room for the guy. I found him standing near the stairs, like he was waiting for someone. “Landon Everett.”

“Ah, for fuck’s sake!” Micah exclaimed, almost cutting me off. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“You know him?”

“Not directly, but the family. I didn’t even know they were connected to the mob, but they’re a pain in the ass. They were our competitors for years, but they had their hands in a lot of businesses back then, so they eventually gave up and sold the company for an obscene amount. Now, as far as I know, they’re in real estate and asset management.”

I glanced at the man in question again, taking a gulp of my champagne, figuring I’d have to deal with someone who was anything but pleasant.

“What else can you tell me about him?”

Anyone who bought one of the Gold tickets, which cost a small fortune, got access to the captain. They had the accommodations closest to mine, plus VIP treatment from the entire ship’s crew.

They had access to private spaces, even an entire deck to themselves, with their own gym, leisure area, and pool, in case they didn’t want to mingle with the other passengers.

What worried me most, of course, was the intimacy this would create.

Since he was connected to the mafia, I already figured he’d be demanding meetings about that. Some kind of partnership, maybe? I definitely wasn’t in the mood for that.

I kept stealing sideways glances in his direction, until I saw he really was waiting for someone.

A woman.

Not just any woman, but the girl I’d seen on the deck earlier that day, her brown hair in the wind, talking to what looked like a member of Everett’s staff.

I’d been pretty struck by her beauty at first, a bit disoriented even, mainly because she was looking at me too. Like the two of them had mentioned my presence before.

It never crossed my mind that she might be part of someone’s staff, because the girl had a natural elegance, plus she was wearing designer clothes and jewelry. Not a lot, and all of it quite understated, but enough for me to realize she held some high position in the hierarchy.

I also didn’t miss the huge diamond ring on her finger, as if whoever the lucky man was who’d hooked her needed to show the whole world she belonged to him.

Yeah, at that moment I thought he was a very lucky man. But she was with Landon Everett. The girl was engaged to a mobster.

“At least the son of a bitch has good company,” Micah commented, his eyes fixed on the girl.

I stayed quiet, even as I heard Damon jump into the conversation, agreeing with Micah. Kade, silent like me, turned his attention to something else.

Landon didn’t seem very gentle with his fiancée. In fact, he was gesticulating a lot and complaining about something; maybe her lateness. The girl even stepped back and wouldn’t look him in the eye, keeping her head slightly bowed, her gaze fixed somewhere around them, as if she was avoiding a confrontation.

From where I was, I could read his posture—hands moving in an imperative, almost domineering way. She just nodded, without much visible reaction. Her expression was quiet, almost resigned, with a slight pout on her lips.

The girl seemed to shrink, so different from the attractive, confident woman I’d seen on the deck. Like, with him, she made herself disappear.

It was just an impression, of course, but it was one of the worst kinds.

I shouldn’t be judging other people’s relationships, but as soon as they settled down—or Landon stopped talking—the two of them came over to me arm in arm.

“Uh oh, he’s going to rent you out,” Damon commented, and I couldn’t tell if he was messing with me or feeling sorry for my bad luck. “Can’t get out of it, right? He’s a VIP passenger.”

“Unfortunately.”

“Well, we’ll leave you to it, then, partner. We’ll have some fun later, the way you really deserve,” Micah informed me, and the three of them walked away. I couldn’t consider them traitors for it, because those were the rules. Gold passengers, which was Landon’s case, were entitled to my undivided attention.

“Captain Cavendish! What an honor to meet you,” Everett commented, sounding way too enthusiastic.

“I hope they haven’t been telling you lies about me to make you think it’s really an honor,” I joked. As I spoke to him, I glanced at the woman. She seemed impassive, her expressions unreadable.

“I doubt it. I’ve heard from very reliable sources that you are a man of great importance. Many acquaintances of mine sing your praises, as well as your brother’s. You’re a family of brave and significant men.”

I forced a smile, put my hands behind my back, and lowered my head slightly in a sign of humility.

“Thank you, Mr. Everett.”

“No need for formalities. Call me Landon. And this is my fiancée, Sabine Mallard.”

We exchanged glances once more, exactly as had happened when she was on the deck. With a gentlemanly gesture, I took her hand and kissed it.

“A pleasure, miss.”

“The pleasure is mine, Captain,” she returned the greeting in a soft, almost ethereal voice, without a smile. She was even more stunning up close, especially all dressed up for the occasion, in a forest-green dress, almost the color of her eyes.

“This young lady here is the reason I opted for the Gold ticket.”

I frowned, a little surprised, but the girl looked the same way, not understanding what he was talking about.

“Unfortunately, I won’t be able to enjoy the cruise as I’d like, because I’m going to disembark at our first stop and stay there for a few days. I’ll meet you again later. I have some strategic stops to make. I’m counting on you to take care of my most precious asset.”

“Take care of?”

“Yes, Captain. In the name of our brotherhood within the organization we both belong to, I’m counting on you to keep my fiancée safe, entertained, and well looked after. The Gold ticket is for her. So that she can be escorted and chaperoned by the ship’s captain. It’s the least she deserves.”

I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t heard the way his tone changed when he mentioned the organization, which made me, in fact, an ally of his. It was almost like a warning, even though I hadn’t given him any reason to see me as a threat.

Unless he was extremely possessive of the girl.

Still, it didn’t explain why he’d put an unknown man, young and attractive—no false modesty—in charge of her, when he probably had his own thugs for the job.

Or maybe he wanted to keep up appearances.

Well... it wasn’t my business. But the situation was strange... no doubt about it.
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Sabine

WHAT THE HELL WAS LANDON doing? The whole trip had been strange from the start, but I agreed to come not only because I had no alternative — since everything in our relationship was guided and controlled by him — but because I believed it could be a chance to see new places and a different side of my future husband.

It was a pretty foolish hope, almost like believing in a fairy tale, but every possibility was crumbling now.

Landon wouldn’t be around. I’d be left on that ship, under the care of a man I had no idea who he was. And, of course, Lauren, but that was different. The two people who would keep me company were being paid to do it. Each in their own way.

It was a little lonely to think about.

“Landon, it’s not necessary. I can...” I started, but he cut me off quickly, like he always did.

“I know what is and isn’t necessary, darling.” I swallowed my words, because arguing was pointless. He always knew everything. “Captain Max is the most suitable man for the mission. Like I said, he and I have a lot in common. Besides, he’s the highest authority on the ship. Nothing can be decided or done without his approval. You’ll be in excellent hands.”

There was something in Landon’s eyes that worried me. It was like he was plotting something, but I couldn’t figure out what.

I hadn’t known him long enough to really understand the limits of his mind, but I already knew he was violent and that his connection to crime made him dangerous.

Apart from his rudeness and completely chauvinistic behavior, I had never been his victim. But I was starting to wonder if he wanted to test me.

“It will be a pleasure to escort Miss Mallard during the voyage,” the captain replied, his voice firm and controlled. He looked at me then, and our eyes met for a brief second. I caught a flicker of confusion in his gaze, as if he too was trying to understand exactly what Landon was after.

Landon noticed the exchange and laughed softly, that sound that always made me uncomfortable.

“I think you two should start getting to know each other better, don’t you? Maybe a dance tonight?” He tossed out the suggestion like it was the most natural thing in the world, but I knew there was more to it. “A more... elegant way to begin this new phase.”

The suggestion hit me like a punch to the gut. I looked quickly at Max, hoping for some reaction, some refusal, but he just nodded, keeping his posture firm.

“Of course, if Miss Mallard agrees,” Max Cavendish said, with an expression that, for some reason, felt slightly complicit. As if he knew I was being pressured and was trying to give me a choice.

But Landon didn’t give me choices. He never did. I looked at the floor, feeling that familiar weight on my chest, and just murmured:

“Whatever you prefer.”

The decision had already been made, and once again, I was just being carried along by the tide.

Max approached me with a calculated elegance, his hand extended toward me.

“Miss?” he called in an inviting tone, and I hesitated for a second, but I took his hand, feeling his grip firm and yet gentle at the same time.

He led me to the center of the dance floor, where the soft music filled the air. The discomfort was palpable, not just in me, but in him too. I could see in his eyes that, like me, he found the whole situation strange. A forced dance, at Landon’s request, felt like something out of a badly written play.

The heat of his hand on my back was a constant reminder of how wrong this all was. I didn’t want to be there, dancing with a man I barely knew, under the watchful eye of a fiancé who seemed to enjoy testing my limits.

Max was polite enough not to show it directly, but he seemed very hesitant too. His posture was rigid, and he kept a respectful distance, as if touching me would be signing his own death warrant.

“This is... strange, isn’t it?” I ventured, my voice low, as our steps followed the rhythm of the music.

Max let out a small laugh, more out of relief than amusement.

God, he was handsome.

It was probably even indecent to think something like that in a situation like this, but it was impossible to ignore that the man had an unforgettable face.

If someone, many years from now, asked me what a perfect man looked like, I’d remember that face and describe it in every rich detail.

“To be honest, yes. It’s not every day I find myself dancing with someone’s fiancée, especially when the request comes from the fiancé himself.”

I smiled, humorlessly, my gaze dropping briefly to the floor before coming back to him. There was something comforting in the direct way he acknowledged the situation. At least I wasn’t the only one who saw this as absurd.

“Landon has... his quirks,” I murmured, unable to hide the bitterness in my voice.

“I imagine so,” he replied, his blue eyes scanning me briefly, as if trying to understand more than my words were willing to reveal.

We had those brief moments of complete silence, as he guided me through the dance slowly and carefully.

His body was large enough to accommodate mine, and his hand, which settled on my waist, was as wide as my entire waist itself.

Even if it wasn’t his intention, the contact felt too intimate, and I could feel my face flushing, and it had nothing to do with the effort of the movements.

“Are you... enjoying the cruise?” Still very uncomfortable, Max seemed to try to make conversation, and I let out a frustrated sigh.

“You don’t have to talk to me out of obligation, Captain. Honestly, I promise I won’t take up your time like Landon thinks I will. I can stay around the ship, in my cabin... there are plenty of things to do.”

He frowned, looking at me as if analyzing me. Since he didn’t look away, the eye contact became too intimate, and I felt a little uncomfortable. The last few times I had struck up conversations with other men, in the most normal way possible, Landon had made a very unpleasant scene, even calling me horrible names.

Now, though, he seemed to have set everything up for me to fall into Max Cavendish’s arms.

That Landon was a sadist, I had no doubt, but what was he hoping to get out of this? I didn’t even want to imagine.

“It’s not an obligation. I like people. It wouldn’t make sense for me to always be present on crowded cruises if I didn’t take some pleasure in being around them.”

“It’s your job.”

He smiled, almost cynically.

“I could do many other things. I was in the navy, serving the country. I’m also a doctor.”

“A doctor?”

“Just trained. I didn’t practice much in the navy in that role. But my brother is the best I know. Liam Cavendish. Maybe you’ve heard of him.”

My jaw dropped. The conversation was flowing so well that I was starting to forget the strangeness of that dance a little.

“It would be hard not to have heard of him. Wow! How did I not connect the name to the person? My sister started treatment at your family’s hospital. Isn’t that a coincidence?”

Max didn’t smile like I expected him to; on the contrary. The information didn’t seem to sit well with him, as if he knew something I didn’t.

“What’s she being treated for? If it’s not a question that bothers you.”

“It doesn’t hurt me as much anymore that she’s getting treatment. But it’s a psychiatric case.” I thought it best not to go into too much detail, because the things my youngest sister, Ravenna, went through were nobody’s business. I didn’t mind saying that much, but some things were only for her to tell.

“I hope she gets better.”

“She will. The team is incredible.”

“Is she older or younger than you?”

“Younger. I’m twenty-two, she’s eighteen.”

Max laughed.

“I know how it is. I have one about the same age at home. Her name is Brielle. We’re crazy about her, me and my brother.”

His eyes lit up when he talked about his family, and that was something I wished I could feel. I would do anything for my sister, and at the same time, that certainty and that love I felt suffocated me. I would never blame her for everything happening to me, but to save her, I had condemned myself.

“Are you alright?” Max asked, snapping me back to reality. Apparently I had slipped into my recent state of melancholy, becoming too lost in thought, without even realizing it was a faux pas since I wasn’t alone.

“Yes, I’m fine...” I replied, a little disoriented. Maybe it was the rock of the ship or the dance, or maybe the man... All of it together was throwing my mind off balance.

I couldn’t regret my choices. Not when they meant my sister’s life. Her cure. Or, at least, her rehabilitation.

Luckily for me, the music ended, and we both stopped dancing immediately. Max looked at me, like he was reading a book for the first time and trying to decipher it in all its twists and nuances.

That look still intimidated me. Not just because he was very handsome, but because I knew that if anyone tried to see past the surface, they would find things I wasn’t willing to share.

“Thank you for the dance, Captain.” With a nod of my head, I moved away, going to find where Landon was. On my way, I felt the impulse to look back over my shoulder, and I saw that Max was still watching me.

Our entire interaction was very strange. I just hoped it wouldn’t cause me problems in the future.
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CHAPTER 4
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Sabine

AFTER GETTING AWAY from Max like he was carrying some contagious disease, I positioned myself next to Landon while he spoke with a few people.

He was all smiles and charm when it suited him, but he barely cracked a smile when he noticed me and didn’t pay me the slightest attention. It was as if I was completely invisible.

At first, when we got engaged a few months back, I tried to believe things could be different. Since I couldn’t change the situation, my plan was to make an effort so my relationship with my fiancé would be, at the very least, cordial.

Little by little, my hope was that we’d end up falling in love or building something stable enough to make the marriage bearable.

It was a one-sided effort, unfortunately.

Landon only wanted me as an object to hang on his arm at events, to make him look more respectable, and as some sort of dangerous obsession. He set his eyes on me, figured out I was easily manipulated because of my sister, and chose me.

I always wondered if there was another reason, some vulnerability, some secret, but up until that moment, I hadn’t discovered anything.

Only that my fate was to be a completely miserable wife.

He didn’t see me, didn’t hear me, barely knew who I was. He liked giving me presents, like that would buy me, but he never bothered to listen to me. He had no idea what my tastes were, what my dreams were. He didn’t know my favorite dish, but he’d ordered for me both times we went to a restaurant, and he spent more than half of dinner just messing with his phone, claiming he was handling more important things.

More important than me...

The food was delicious, at least. But it wasn’t my favorite.

Just like he’d already given me dresses in colors that didn’t even suit me. A shoe that wasn’t my size. An engagement ring that was enormous and sat way too loose on my finger.

Everything between us was like that, and I had the impression it would only get worse with marriage. But there was nothing I could do about it. I owed him my sister’s life.

If I ended the engagement, Ravenna would pay the price.

I grabbed a glass of champagne from a waiter’s tray, regretting that Landon hadn’t let Lauren be here with me. At least she’d be pleasant company to laugh with, talk to, and kill time.

I didn’t want to admit it, but the dance with Max Cavendish was the only reasonably fun moment of that ball.

Right then, my eyes drifted back toward him. He was in the company of a guy about his age, with brown hair, and the two of them were laughing, drinks in hand. Max, in his captain’s uniform, tall and imposing, and the other guy, also very handsome, in an Armani-style suit.

I didn’t need even two minutes of staring at the man to see him staring right back at me. I got the impression he was doing it constantly, or else he had very sharp senses to know he was being watched.

I looked away quickly and took advantage of Landon finally being alone to try to talk to him.

“I didn’t know you were going to have to handle business stuff during the trip,” I commented, trying to get his attention.

“Someone has to work. I hope that’s not a problem.”

Not that he’d change his mind if I said I didn’t want that; that I’d prefer this was a trip for us to get to know each other, since the wedding was in a few months and I’d barely managed to have a single conversation with my future husband.

“No, I just thought that...”

“You’re not here to think, sweetheart. You’re too pretty for that,” he replied with a dismissive smile, bringing his hand to my face in a way that made me feel utterly humiliated. “People depend on my work. Including your sister. You know she’s only doing well today because of me.”

I stayed quiet for a few seconds, weighing how much I’d lose if I told that asshole to go fuck himself and just walked out, throwing the ridiculously expensive ring in his face. The problem wasn’t just Ravenna, but the fact that we were on a cruise ship, in the middle of the ocean. There wasn’t exactly anywhere to run.

And he wouldn’t let me.

“I know that, Landon.” I hadn’t meant for my tone to sound so weary, but unfortunately, it did.

His reaction was exactly what I expected: he was completely offended.

“Doesn’t seem like it. Sometimes I think you have no idea of everything I’ve done for you and your family, in exchange for what? A fiancée who doesn’t appreciate what she has.” Even though he was still speaking quietly, he was seething, trying to make me believe I was wrong.

“And sometimes I wonder if you actually want a fiancée or just someone to glorify you,” I shot back, lifting my eyes to meet his, full of rage. Maybe it was the little bit of champagne I’d had, but I was angrier than usual.

His face went red, and for a moment, I thought I was about to get slapped, especially with the way he clenched his hand into a fist. If we weren’t in public, I could swear it would have happened.

I wasn’t surprised when that same hand closed around my arm, and he started dragging me toward the stairs, pulling me up, probably to take me to my cabin.

“You don’t deserve everything I give you. Not even a ball like this, in a dress I bought. I shouldn’t have even brought you on a wonderful cruise. I should have left you at home, but I don’t trust you. You need to be watched, apparently.”

I didn’t even have time to say anything. Landon was taller than me, and with the heels I was wearing, it was hard to keep up with his pace.

I was hauled, literally, to my cabin, and he threw me inside, onto the bed.

“Think hard about your behavior, Sabine. I believe you can be a good wife, but maybe I’ll have to tame you first.”

Without another word, he left, slamming the door. I heard the key turn in the lock, and I snapped out of my shock, scrambling to my feet and rushing over. I grabbed the handle and almost lost my breath.

Landon had actually locked me in.

How the hell did he have the key to my cabin?

Had Captain Cavendish given it to him? If they were “partners” in something, he could be in on it, tricking me.

Could all that confusion he’d shown have been an act to make me believe I’d have an ally or a friend during my time on the ship?

Completely dazed, I took a few steps back from the door, unsure whether I should make a scene or stay quiet, like the submissive fiancée Landon wanted, simply because too much was at stake.
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Max

LUCKILY FOR ME, LANDON Everett wasn’t the only figure allied with the mafia on the Poseidon that season. Salvatore Pellegrini, from the Florida Cosa Nostra, had also boarded. He wasn’t staying the whole month because he’d be docking in some European country for business, but it was good to have him around.

Everything about my alliance with the mafia was very complicated. My father made his choices, created the debt when they provided us with an unimaginable amount of money to expand my family’s hospital network—my family being a family of doctors—and his sons were left to pay it off.

Liam, my brother, was associated with the Cosa Nostra by providing medical services. I, in turn, helped with any problems they had regarding maritime shipments. I handled exports, did rescues on the high seas—all the nautical dealings of the Cosa Nostra were in my hands.

Despite all that, the sense of adventure ran in my veins, and it pulsed at an intensity I could consider dangerous.

That’s why I joined the navy and gave up a career as a doctor. That’s also why the idea of associating with an organization like the Cosa Nostra was met with the same dose of uncertainty and excitement.

Not to mention I’d made good friends within it. Liam had too, but he was a bit harder to get along with.

Within that circle of friendship, I considered Salvatore one of the most valued.

“Too bad I’m not going to be able to enjoy all this as much as I’d like,” he commented, looking at his almost-empty glass after drinking a good portion of the excellent quality champagne we were serving.

“Agreed. I was counting on you to liven things up in the casino.”

Tore laughed.

“You’ve got Micah for that. He bets high and has shitloads of money to blow. Same as your other show-off friends.”

“Everyone has their role. It’s fun taking money from a millionaire friend, but even better taking it from a mafia friend.”

Salvatore tilted his head, considering my words, and shrugged as he finished his drink.

By some twist of fate, we both turned our gaze toward Landon and his beautiful fiancée.

It wasn’t the first time I’d done that since our dance ended, especially after starting my conversation with Salvatore. We were too close for me to ignore her.

And even more so when I saw them arguing again.

“You’ve got another mafioso on the boat. You should look into that guy. I don’t like him.”

“Yeah... me neither.” I narrowed my eyes, keeping watch.

“The girl is gorgeous, by the way. Shame their relationship is just for show.”

I turned my full attention to Salvatore.

“What do you mean?”

Tore leaned his head toward me to speak in my ear:

“He literally bought her from her family. Apparently, her sister has some health problem, and he’s funding the treatment, but the girl is the price.”

That shocked me so much I had to look at her again, just to try and find a flaw in Salvatore’s theory.

If I could see some spark in those eyes...

But no. From the first time I saw her on the deck, looking melancholic and deeply thoughtful, something bothered me. When we danced, the same thing. Maybe even more, because she seemed so scared, so unresponsive.

“Are you serious?” I asked, frowning, almost hoping Salvatore would say it was a joke or just a rumor.

“He’s been doing business with my brother for a while, and he’s not very discreet about his personal choices.”

Salvatore’s older brother, Luigi, wasn’t one of my favorite people either, so it was easy to understand who Landon really was.

I was about to say something else, but I saw the son of a bitch grab his fiancée’s arm and start pulling her away.

Tore didn’t like the scene much either, and the two of us followed, keeping a safe distance so as not to complicate things further.

I saw him take her to the cabin, saw him close the door, and saw him turn the key, locking her in.

“The guy locked his fiancée in there? Is that what I’m seeing?” Salvatore asked, shocked.

I was too, even as I started to wonder if I’d just imagined things.

There was no way in the twenty-first century a man still treated his fiancée like that.

But then again, living among the mafia, I should have figured many of their members‘ behaviors were archaic, especially regarding women.

Still, I thought I should check. This was my fucking ship. I couldn’t allow someone to be locked up like that, especially because if any emergency measure were needed, everyone had to be able to move freely through the facilities.

Salvatore followed me, and we approached the door to Sabine’s cabin.

I knocked cautiously, hoping to be discreet.

“Miss Mallard? Are you alright?” I asked, but I heard nothing but silence from inside.

I looked at Tore, who murmured, “If we have to, we can break it down.” I nodded, ready for anything.

“Miss? If you don’t answer, we’re breaking the door down.”

“NO!” she exclaimed vehemently, and even though her voice came through the door, I could hear her desperation. “Please, don’t do that. I’m fine.”

But it didn’t sound like it. There was a tearful edge to her voice that I couldn’t ignore.

“Sabine?” I chose to address her with a bit more intimacy, trying a different approach so she’d trust me. “I’m here to help. Like I said, I’m a former officer, I can’t turn a blind eye to something like this. If I know something’s wrong, I’ll have to talk to Landon and...”

“No! Please, Captain. I’m fine.”

“Are you hurt?” I insisted.

“No, I’m not. Really.”

I believed her. It was said very firmly, and even though I was certain she wasn’t okay and that her emotions were in shreds, I couldn’t force it.

“Alright,” I replied with a sigh. “But if you need anything, my cabin number is 01, on the phone by your bedside table.” Since I was still at the event, I figured I’d leave a more direct contact. “Do you have a piece of paper and a pen in there?”

“I... I think so,” she said, and I started hearing sounds from inside, like she was looking for something. When she seemed to find them, I saw a napkin and a pen with the ship’s logo pass under the door.

Using the door as a support, I wrote down my cell number and slid the paper back through the same gap, hoping she would actually use it if necessary.

“Thank you,” she whispered softly, and leaving her there pained me, but I ended up having to do it.

I shouldn’t get involved in this story.

Or maybe I should...

I needed to understand a bit better before making a decision, but whatever the case, I wouldn’t rest until I found out what was going on.
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CHAPTER 5
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Max

“LET ME JUST SAY THIS right now,” Damon grumbled, shifting in his chair. “If Micah wins again, I swear I’m never playing this game again.”

The chips made a soft clinking sound as they hit the green felt table, while Salvatore dealt the cards with precision.

The room around us was a chaos of sounds—laughter, indignant voices, the clinking of glasses being set down on wood, and low music in the background. People were happy, the way they should be in a casino, even one tucked inside a cruise ship.

“Natural talent’s hard to beat.” Micah shrugged with his usual arrogant air.

“Natural talent my ass. I still think you cheat,” Damon insisted.

“Or you’re just way too lucky,” Salvatore added.

“I prefer to call it skill. But if it makes you feel better...” Micah shot back, a mocking grin spread across his face.

“Fuck it. You know what they say, right? Lucky at cards, unlucky in love,” Damon kept pushing.

“As if any of you ever fell for someone,” Kade cut in, his voice carrying that perpetually grumpy edge.

I dealt the cards in silence, just laughing at the others. I loved this banter. I missed the guys when they weren’t around. It got a little lonely when I spent days on end inside a ship, just me and my crew, sailing the seas without company.

It was common to run into someone when we docked, but I didn’t fit the “girl in every port” stereotype. Just sometimes. Passing flings that lasted one night or a few days. No promises, no follow-up. I wasn’t ready to get attached yet.

With the cards on the table, we all fell silent to think about the game.

I had to admit I wasn’t paying close attention. My head had been somewhere else the last few days—lost in Sabine.

I could barely sleep, thinking about how I hadn’t seen her since the incident at the ball. I’d passed by her room a few times, knocked on the door, but she never answered.

The most I got was talking to her employee, who said everything was fine, even though her expression said otherwise.
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