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Z oe Freeman spotted them from the aft deck as they cleared the marina gates—a moving cloud of hot pink that pulsed with chaotic energy. She squinted toward the dock and sighed, watching as the group made its way toward the Maiden Voyage with the unmistakable swagger of women who'd already been drinking despite the early hour.
"Incoming," she muttered to Rei, who was adjusting her uniform beside her as they waited in the crew lineup. "Full-scale bachelorette invasion."
Rei followed her gaze toward the approaching group, then let out a low whistle. "Jesus. They look like a flock of flamingos had a collision with a craft store."
"Five days," Zoe said under her breath, more to herself than to Rei. "Five very long days."
She'd worked enough bachelorette charters to know the drill. The bride would be demanding and emotional, riding high on pre-wedding hysteria. The bridesmaids would drink too much, cry over their own relationship drama, and require constant supervision around any water-based activities. Someone would inevitably have a meltdown about something insignificant, and by day three, half the group wouldn't be speaking to the other half.
The last bachelorette charter they'd hosted had ended with the maid of honor throwing the bride's phone overboard during a screaming match about the seating arrangements.
"This group looks like they have money," Rei observed, adjusting her tool belt. "All of them, not just the primary. Designer luggage, professional hair and makeup."
Zoe snorted. "Rich drunk women are still drunk women. It's all the same."
Captain Jordan appeared beside them. "Quiet, please," she announced to the assembled crew. "The primary is eager to take off ASAP, so Zoe, you can start with the safety briefing as soon as they've got their first drink in their hands."
Zoe straightened her uniform shirt and fell into her designated position in the crew lineup. Chef Lindsay caught her eye and grinned, her chef's whites immaculate despite having spent the morning prepping.
"They've already got drinks in their hands. The bride is clearly unsteady on her feet and—" Zoe stopped as Captain Jordan shot her a warning look that could have frozen the Caribbean.
She zipped her lips and fell into line beside Dani, who was practically vibrating with nervous energy. Despite having worked four years of regular charters, Dani still got anxious before meeting new guests, especially groups that had the potential for drama. She and the two housekeeping freelancers had spent the morning perfecting the guest cabins and arranging the welcome champagne service, polishing glasses that were already spotless, and fussing over flower arrangements.
Zoe mentally ran through the maintenance schedule for the jet skis, wondering if she'd remembered to check the oil levels in the tender engines, cataloging the weather forecast for the week ahead. Anything to avoid thinking about how exhausting the next five days were likely to be.
The group had reached the boarding plank now, and Zoe could make out individual figures within the pink mass. The bride was easy to spot—she walked slightly ahead of the others, her posture screaming look at me while she raised a travel flute.
Behind her, seven bridesmaids followed in varying degrees of pink coordination and sashes with "Team Bride" emblazoned in glittery script.
The luggage following told its own story—designer suitcases in coordinating pastels, monogrammed makeup cases, and three portable wardrobes.
"Welcome aboard the Maiden Voyage, Ms. Clarke!" Captain Jordan called out as the bride stepped onto the deck.
"Finally!" the bride exclaimed. "I was beginning to think we'd never get this party started. I'm Vanessa Clarke, and this is my weekend, so I hope you're all prepared to make it absolutely perfect."
She punctuated this declaration by draining the rest of her champagne and looking around expectantly for someone to refill it. The gesture was so brazenly entitled that Zoe had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from rolling her eyes.
One of those brides. The kind who thought that paying for a luxury charter meant the crew existed solely to cater to her every whim, no matter how unreasonable or demanding. The kind who would send food back to the galley three times because it wasn't "exactly what I had in mind," even though she hadn't bothered to specify what she actually wanted in the first place.
"Of course, Ms. Clarke," Jordan replied smoothly, her years of diplomatic training evident in her tone. "We're absolutely delighted to have you and your party aboard. Allow me to introduce our crew⁠—"
But Vanessa had already moved on, surveying the yacht's deck with a critical eye that suggested she was mentally cataloging everything that didn't meet her standards. "This is smaller than I expected," she announced loudly enough for the entire crew to hear. "The pictures online made it look much more spacious. And where's the champagne? I specifically requested Dom Pérignon to be waiting when we arrived. Premium Dom Pérignon."
"Right here, Ms. Clarke," Dani interjected, stepping forward with a silver tray bearing flutes of champagne. She'd clearly anticipated this exact demand and had been waiting at the ready. "Freshly opened just for your arrival."
Zoe watched Captain Jordan's jaw tighten almost imperceptibly—the only sign that the bride's rudeness was hitting its mark. After twenty years in the Navy, Jordan had dealt with her share of difficult people, but she'd always maintained that military training hadn't quite prepared her for entitled civilians with more money than manners.
The bridesmaids were a chorus of squeals as they took their flutes, and they were certainly more complimentary than the bride.
"Oh my God, Vanessa, this is amazing! Can you imagine the Instagram photos we're going to get?"
"Where's the hot tub? Please tell me there's a hot tub!"
"Of course we have a hot tub. I'll give you the full tour after the safety briefing," Zoe said. Her thoughts stuttered to a halt as she glanced at one of the bridesmaids.
Tall and willowy, with dark, shoulder-length hair, she moved with a confidence that seemed effortless rather than performative. Unlike the others, her pink outfit was understated—a simple blush-colored sundress. But it was more than just her appearance that caught Zoe's attention. There was something familiar about the way she moved, the tilt of her head, the way she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Something that made Zoe's stomach clench.
Recognition began to creep in around the edges of her consciousness. The hair color was different—it had been lighter in high school, a shade of auburn that she'd worn long and straight. And the braces were gone, revealing a smile that belonged in a toothpaste commercial. But those green eyes, that slightly crooked nose, the way she carried herself with just a hint of swagger...
It couldn't be.
The woman was older now, obviously. Certainly way more polished, sophisticated, and accomplished. But underneath all that, Zoe could see traces of the girl she'd known fifteen years ago. The girl who had made her life hell.
"By the way, this is my sister, Stormy," Vanessa said, linking her arm through the woman's elbow possessively. "She's my maid of honor and the only person I trust to keep me from doing anything too crazy this weekend."
The woman—fuck, it really was Stormy—laughed, and the sound made Zoe nauseous. It was exactly the same laugh that had once made her want to crawl under a rock and die.
Stormy Clarke. The girl who had ruined her junior and senior years. Who had cornered her in the locker room after soccer practice and called her a dyke loud enough for half the team to hear. Who had started the rumor that Zoe was obsessed with her, turning what had been an innocent, carefully hidden crush into a source of public humiliation that had followed Zoe through the halls until graduation.
The girl who had pretended to be interested in her just long enough to get Zoe to admit her feelings, then had laughed in her face and told everyone at Jessica Morrison's party that "the lesbian has a thing for me." The girl who had made Zoe's name synonymous with mockery and shame.
Stormy fucking Clarke.
Zoe's breathing became shallow as memories flooded back. The sick feeling of walking into the cafeteria and knowing that people were talking about her. The way conversations would stop when she entered a room. The graffiti that had appeared in the girls' bathroom: "Zoe Freeman loves pussy" with a crude drawing.
"I doubt that very much," Stormy was saying to her sister. "No one can stop you from doing anything stupid, but I'll do my best."
"I'm sure everything will be fine," Captain Jordan said, clearly trying to regain control of the situation. "But if you don't mind, ladies, we'll begin with a safety briefing before we get underway⁠—"
"Safety briefing?" Vanessa interrupted with a laugh. "Can't we skip all that boring stuff and get straight to the fun part? We can all swim, I promise. I mean, come on, we're not exactly planning to go down with the ship here."
Several of the bridesmaids giggled, and Zoe caught one of them muttering something about the Titanic that was apparently hilarious to her companions.
"I'm afraid safety briefings are mandatory," Jordan replied. "Maritime law requires that all passengers receive safety instruction before departure. But we'll make it as quick and painless as possible."
"Fine, fine," Vanessa waved her hand dismissively. "But make it snappy."
Zoe tried to focus on the captain's words, but her eyes kept drifting back to Stormy. She hadn't looked directly at Zoe yet—why would she? To her, Zoe would just be another crew member. Background noise in her luxury vacation experience.
Maybe that was for the best. Maybe Stormy wouldn't recognize her at all. Fifteen years was a long time, and people changed. Zoe certainly had.
Zoe ran a hand through her curly dark hair, grateful that it was tamed now, and that contact lenses had replaced the thick glasses she'd worn in high school. She'd filled out too, trading her teenage awkwardness for the lean muscle that came from years of physical work on boats.
Maybe she could make it through five days of professional interactions without ever having to acknowledge their shared past. Maybe she could just do her job, keep her head down, and pretend that Stormy Clarke was just another guest requiring her services.
"Our First Mate, Zoe Freeman, will be handling your safety briefing," Jordan said, shattering her hope.
Zoe stepped forward slightly and nodded to the group, her heart hammering against her ribs. "Please follow me to the main salon. It will only take⁠—"
She stopped mid-sentence as Stormy's gaze finally landed on her. For a moment, confusion flickered across those green eyes—the same eyes that had haunted Zoe's teenage dreams and nightmares in equal measure. Then recognition dawned, slow and inexorable, and Stormy's face went completely white.
The moment stretched between them like a taut wire, fifteen years of history compressed into a single, devastating second of eye contact.
Zoe wanted to run. Wanted to tell Captain Jordan she was suddenly violently ill and needed to be replaced immediately. Anything to avoid spending the next five days in close quarters with the person who had single-handedly made her teenage years a waking nightmare.
Instead, she cleared her throat and finished her sentence with as much composure as she could muster. "—It will only take fifteen minutes."
Stormy was still staring at her, lips slightly parted in shock, but the other bridesmaids were already chattering about jet skiing and Instagram photo opportunities, oblivious to the drama unfolding between their maid of honor and the crew member.
Five days, Zoe reminded herself grimly. Just five very long days.
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T  he radio chatter crackled through Zoe's headset, marine traffic control coordinating the morning's departures from the busy Key West harbor. She scrolled through the pre-departure checklist—engine room systems green, navigation equipment online, GPS plotted with the first waypoint toward the Berry Islands. Captain Jordan's voice interrupted as she communicated with the harbormaster, requesting clearance to depart.
This was Zoe's element. The departure procedures, the precision required to maneuver sixty meters of luxury yacht through crowded marina traffic. She forced herself to focus on the technical aspects—wind direction, current drift, the positioning of fenders and dock lines. Anything to avoid thinking about the fact that Stormy fucking Clarke was sitting in the main salon not thirty feet away.
"Freeman, prepare to cast off forward spring," Jordan commanded from the bridge.
"Aye, Captain." Zoe jogged forward along the starboard side deck, checking that the dock lines were properly arranged.
She tried to push away the memory of Stormy's face when recognition had dawned in her eyes. That moment of pure shock, as if seeing Zoe had physically slapped her. Good. Maybe she'd felt even a fraction of the humiliation she'd put Zoe through all those years ago.
The engines rumbled to life beneath her feet, their twin diesels purring. She ran through her mental checklist one more time—all safety equipment secured, tender properly stowed, guests accounted for.
"Casting off bow line," she said through her walkie-talkie, releasing the heavy rope from the dock cleat and hauling it aboard.
It didn't matter that Stormy was here. It didn't matter that seeing her had transported Zoe right back to trying to disappear into her locker. That was ancient history. She was thirty-two now, successful in her career, respected by her colleagues, and completely over it.
"Spring line away," Jordan said.
Zoe cast off the aft spring line and began coiling it neatly on deck. The Maiden Voyage began to drift slowly away from the dock.
The morning sun was climbing toward what promised to be another scorching Caribbean day, the harbor waters reflecting the light in a way that made her squint despite her polarized sunglasses.
"Stern line," she called, and released the final mooring line. The Maiden Voyage was free now, dependent on Captain Jordan to navigate them through the marina traffic and out into open water.
Zoe made her way back toward the bridge, checking that all lines were properly stowed and the deck was clear of any obstacles. She climbed the stairs to the flybridge where Jordan stood at the helm. The harbor was busy this morning—fishing boats heading out for their daily catch, day charter boats loaded with tourists, and several other luxury yachts making their own escapes to the Bahamas.
"Freeman, I need you to monitor marine radio channel sixteen," Jordan said without taking her eyes off the water ahead. "There's a cargo vessel coming through the main shipping channel in about twenty minutes. I want to make sure we're well clear before they reach our position."
"Copy that, Captain." Zoe adjusted her radio and began monitoring the traffic control chatter, tracking vessel movements and positions. This was second nature to her—the complex dance of maritime traffic management, the constant awareness of other vessels' intentions and capabilities.
The intercom crackled to life. "All crew, we are now underway. ETA to first anchorage is approximately six hours."
Six hours until Zoe would have to deal with whatever chaos the bridesmaids would undoubtedly create once they realized they were trapped on a boat together for five days. Four hours of relative peace while they either nursed their hangovers or continued drinking, depending on their individual constitutions.
But even as Zoe tried to focus on the technical requirements of their departure, memories kept intruding. Flashes of high school hallways, whispered conversations that stopped when she walked by, the sick feeling of being watched and judged.
Stormy Clarke had been beautiful in high school. And Zoe had been a nobody. A scholarship kid from the wrong side of town, wearing thrift store clothes and working after-school jobs to help her family pay the bills. She'd been good at math and science, which earned her respect from teachers but mockery from her classmates. Especially the popular kids, who seemed to view academic achievement as somehow beneath them. She'd hidden her sexuality carefully, desperately aware that being different in any way would make her even more of a target.
Another memory resurfaced. Jessica Morrison's party, senior year. Stormy approaching her in the kitchen, smiling that perfect smile, asking if she wanted to go somewhere quieter to talk. Zoe's heart racing as they'd walked out to the pool area, thinking that maybe, impossibly, her secret crush wasn't as one-sided as she'd believed.
"So, you have a thing for me, huh?" Stormy had asked, still smiling. "It's kind of sweet, actually. Pathetic, but sweet."
The humiliation had been immediate and crushing. But worse was what came next—Stormy walking back into the party and announcing to a group of her friends that "the lesbian has a thing for me," then laughing as if it was the funniest joke she'd ever heard.
Zoe forced herself back to the present, checking their GPS position and confirming their course heading. Ancient history. Water under the bridge. She was a completely different person now, successful and confident.
"Course looks good, Captain," she reported to Jordan. "We're clear of harbor traffic."
Jordan nodded, her attention focused on the radar display.
"Hello? Hello? Excuse me! First Mate person!"
Zoe sighed and glanced at Captain Jordan before heading outside and looking down to see Vanessa Clarke picking her way across the deck toward the stairs. She'd changed out of her arrival outfit into a hot pink bikini.
"Go ahead," Jordan said. "I've got the bridge."
Zoe made her way down the stairs to the main deck level.
"It's Zoe," she said, forcing her voice to remain professional and pleasant. "What can I do for you, Ms. Clarke?"
"I want to use the hot tub," Vanessa announced without preamble. "Now. But it's not turned on. Why isn't it turned on? I specifically requested that everything be ready when we arrived."
Zoe glanced toward the sundeck where the Jacuzzi sat, currently filled with water but not yet heated or circulating. Of course she wanted to use it now, while they were still navigating harbor traffic and Jordan needed her attention on the bridge.
"I'll be happy to get that started for you as soon as we're clear of the harbor," she said. "For safety reasons, we don't run the hot tub systems while we're maneuvering in traffic."
It was a reasonable policy—hot tubs required electrical and filtration systems that were better activated once the yacht was in open water and all departure procedures were complete. The circulation pumps drew significant power, and the heating elements could stress the electrical system during the high-demand period of departure. But Zoe could see from Vanessa's expression that reasonable wasn't going to cut it.
"That's ridiculous," Vanessa said, her voice rising. "I'm paying for a luxury experience here, and I want to use the amenities. How long is this going to take?"
"About fifteen minutes to clear the harbor, then another few minutes to get the system running and⁠—"
"That long?" Vanessa's eyes widened as if Zoe had just told her she'd have to swim to shore. "That's completely unacceptable. I want it running NOW!"
Zoe knew that arguing with drunk, entitled passengers was never worth the energy.
The bride continued her tirade, gesturing wildly with her champagne flute, and Zoe studied Vanessa's face for similarities to her sister. The same green eyes, though Vanessa's were harder. The same aristocratic bone structure, the same way of holding herself as if the world existed for her personal entertainment.
"I understand your frustration, Ms. Clarke. I promise I'll get it running as soon as it's safe to do so. In the meantime, perhaps you'd like to enjoy the sunshine on the aft deck? Lindsay has prepared some excellent brunch options⁠—"
"I don't want brunch. I want the hot tub." Vanessa crossed her arms over her chest and glared at her as if pure force of will could bend maritime safety protocols to her desires.
Of course Stormy's sister was a nasty piece of shit. The thought slipped through Zoe's mental defenses before she could stop it. Birds of a feather and all that. Entitled, privileged, used to getting their way through tantrums and demands.
Stormy was like that in high school too, along with her crew of friends. The girls who drove brand-new cars their parents bought them for their sixteenth birthdays, who spent spring break in Cancun while Zoe worked double shifts at the marina to help her mom with the electric bill. The girls who treated everyone else like background characters in their personal dramas.
"Let me see what I can do for you," Zoe finally said. She pressed the button on her walkie-talkie. "Captain, requesting permission to activate the hot tub systems early for our primary guest."
There was a brief pause before Jordan's voice crackled back. "Granted. Everything looks clear, so we can make an exception."
Zoe clipped the radio back to her belt and turned to Vanessa with what she hoped passed for a genuine smile. "Ms. Clarke, if you'd like to head up to the sundeck, I'll get the system running for you right away."
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Z oe collapsed into the crew mess bench with a groan that came from somewhere deep within. The galley felt like a sanctuary after hours of dealing with Vanessa Clarke and her entourage of demanding bridesmaids.
"Rough day?" Rei, the Maiden Voyage's engineer, asked, looking up from her plate where she was methodically dissecting chef Lindsay's famous herb-crusted salmon. Her blue hair was slicked back and fading; she clearly hadn’t dyed it in a while.
"You could say that." Zoe reached for the serving dish Lindsay had left for them. Even after a full day of catering to the guests' increasingly ridiculous demands, Lindsay still made sure the crew ate well. The salmon was beautifully flaked, accompanied by roasted vegetables that actually had flavor and a rice pilaf that smelled like heaven.
She was about to dig in when Rei looked around the galley with a frown. "Where's the bread? Lindsay always makes bread."
From behind the counter came a reply that sounded suspiciously like Lindsay having a breakdown. "I DIDN'T HAVE TIME TO MAKE MORE BREAD!"
Rei and Zoe exchanged glances.
"The supposedly gluten-intolerant bridesmaids," Lindsay continued, looking up with a wild look in her eyes, "ate every single goddamn roll I made! All of them! A dozen fresh-baked dinner rolls, gone in twenty minutes!"
She gestured with a wooden spoon, sending droplets of sauce flying. "And before you ask—yes, I specifically told them the rolls contained gluten. Multiple times. But apparently gluten intolerance is flexible when faced with my rosemary rolls!"
Zoe bit back a laugh. "How many of them claimed to be gluten-free?"
"Six out of eight!" Lindsay threw her hands up in exasperation. "Six separate dietary restriction forms, all listing celiac disease or gluten sensitivity. But put a basket of warm bread in front of them and suddenly they're all 'having a cheat day' or 'making an exception for special occasions.'"
Rei snorted into her water glass. "I'm starting a betting pool on who has the first complete meltdown. My money's on the bride—I didn't speak to her, but Lindsay told me she'd complained about the water pressure in her shower before she'd even tried it. Obviously, there's nothing I can do about that, but I had to pretend to adjust it anyway."
"I'm in on the pool," Zoe said, spearing a piece of salmon. "But I think it's going to be one of the bridesmaids. That blonde one with the overfilled lips—Hayley, her name is. She's been taking selfies for hours, and the more she drinks, the nastier she gets."
"Yeah, Hayley," Lindsay agreed, joining them with her own plate. "She asked me if I could make her brunch smoothie 'more photogenic'."
"See? That's unhinged behavior," Zoe said. "The bride's just your standard entitled princess. But Hayley is having some kind of social media-induced psychotic break. She wanted a picture with a dolphin, like I can just magically make them appear."
Rei raised her glass in a mock toast. "This is why I love being an engineer. I get to pretend none of them exist."
"God, I envy you," Zoe said with feeling. "I don't usually mind dealing with guests. It's my job, but this group..." She trailed off, pushing rice around her plate.
"But this group what?" Lindsay prompted. "They're not worse than other entitled groups of women we've had in the past."
Zoe set down her fork and took a long sip of water. The comfortable camaraderie of the galley felt safe enough to finally voice what had been eating at her all day.
"The maid of honor. Stormy. The bride's sister." She paused. "I know her."
Rei leaned forward. "You do? How?"
"High school history. The worst kind." Zoe met both their eyes. "For two solid years, she made my life absolute hell."
Lindsay's fork froze halfway to her mouth, and Rei's water glass stopped at her lips.
"Are you serious?" Rei said slowly.
"Yeah. And now I have to spend five days with her. I looked very different back then, but she remembers me. I saw it in her eyes."
Lindsay set down her fork with a sharp clink against her plate. "And she didn't say anything? She didn't even acknowledge she knew who you were?"
"No, but I'd rather she didn't. I just want to get this charter over with and move on."
"Jesus, Zoe," Rei breathed. "What kind of hell are we talking about here?"
Zoe gave them the condensed version—enough to make them understand without reliving every excruciating detail. The public humiliation, the slurs, the systematic social destruction. When she finished, both women were staring at her with expressions of fury that were somehow more comforting than any sympathy could have been.
"I want to push her overboard," Rei said flatly. "Seriously."
"And I want to poison her," Lindsay added.
"Guys, please. I'll deal," Zoe said, though part of her was warmed by their fierce loyalty. "So far it's been okay. They just wanted to lounge and sunbathe, so I mainly just moved furniture around and prepped stuff just in case. They've been driving Dani mad, though."
Just then, the galley door burst open and Dani stumbled in, her usually immaculate uniform wrinkled and her hair escaping from its ponytail. She was breathing hard, as if she'd run the length of the yacht.
"Were you talking about me?" she asked, glancing between the three of them with wild eyes.
"Just that the bachelorette party has been driving you crazy," Zoe said. "We feel for you."
"Don't get me started." Dani leaned against the doorframe like she needed the support. "One of my freelancers has already threatened to quit. The primary wants to have her bed changed after every nap. And she's had two power naps today to 'sober up' between drinking sessions."
Rei whistled low. "That's insane. Even for charter standards."
"It gets worse," Dani continued, running a hand through her disheveled hair. "She also wants them to disinfect the sink after every time she uses it. I mean, they'd have to follow her around all day."
"Sorry to hear that." Zoe gestured to the empty seat beside her. "Do you want some dinner? Lindsay made salmon."
"I don't have time right now; I'm on constant cocktail duty." Dani shook her head regretfully. "I'll send the other two girls down, though. I actually came looking for you, Zoe. They want to go swimming before the sun sets. Can you talk to Captain Jordan? Find somewhere to anchor sooner?"
Zoe sighed as she got up, leaving half her food untouched on the plate. "Sure," she said, already calculating the logistics. They'd need to find suitable anchorage, deploy the swim platform, and set up safety protocols. If their guests wanted toys, that was a whole different story. But, of course, they'd want toys.
"Lindsay, can you save dinner for me, please?" She grabbed her radio from the counter and headed up to the deck.
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"I  want a pink flamingo for my ocean shot!" Vanessa's voice carried across the deck. She stood at the edge of the swim platform in a barely-there hot pink bikini, phone already positioned for what Zoe assumed would be the first of approximately fifty identical selfies. "I requested pink flamingos. Where are they?"
"Yes, Ms. Clarke, you can have them as soon as I'm done here," Zoe called back, not looking up from the depth sounder she was monitoring. The digital display showed a steady fifteen feet beneath the keel—safe for swimming. It was deep enough to avoid any coral heads and shallow enough for easy rescue if needed. "I just need to make sure it's safe for you to go into the water, then I'll get the inflatables ready."
The afternoon sun was beginning its descent, casting the water in shades of turquoise and gold that would undoubtedly photograph beautifully. Captain Jordan had found them a great spot in the lee of a small cay—protected from the prevailing easterly winds but with clear water that allowed Zoe to see every detail of the sandy bottom below. Schools of sergeant majors and blue tangs darted between scattered coral heads, their bright colors flashing in the filtered sunlight.
"Why is everything taking so long?" Vanessa whined. The gesture made her phone wobble dangerously close to the edge of the platform. "We're losing the perfect light!"
Zoe bit back her response—that golden hour actually lasted much longer at sea, and that they had plenty of time—and forced her voice to remain patient. "It's for your own safety, Ms. Clarke."
The Coast Guard took these regulations seriously, especially after an incident two years ago when a charter yacht lost a passenger who'd been swimming without proper safety protocols. The resulting investigation had been brutal, the captain's license suspended, the charter company bankrupted by lawsuits. Zoe had no intention of letting anyone on her watch become a statistic.
Vanessa waved her hand dismissively and wandered off toward the bar where Dani was setting up another round of drinks. She left Zoe to continue her safety checks in peace, though Zoe could hear her complaining loudly to anyone who would listen about "unnecessary delays" and "poor service standards."
The orange safety buoys were already deployed in a wide perimeter around the yacht, and the floating safety platform was properly positioned.
All seven bridesmaids were lounging on various deck chairs, nursing more cocktails after lunch. The drinks were elaborate affairs—tropical concoctions with multiple liqueurs, fresh fruit garnishes, and colorful umbrellas. They were definitely tipsy—giggly and loud, their conversation punctuated by frequent squeals of laughter and increasingly dramatic gestures. But they weren't so intoxicated that Zoe would refuse them permission to swim. She'd seen much worse on other charters.
"Dani, could you bring us more ice?" Hayley called out. She was the blonde bridesmaid with the overfilled lips who seemed to be Vanessa's closest ally in making unreasonable demands. "These drinks are getting warm, and warm drinks don't photograph well."
"Of course," Dani replied with a smile. She'd been running back and forth all afternoon, fulfilling increasingly ridiculous requests. Earlier, one of the bridesmaids had asked her to rearrange the deck furniture three more times to get a "more balanced backdrop" for their group photos.
Zoe made a mental note to check on Dani later. The woman was good at her job—meticulous, professional, always anticipating guests' needs—but this group was testing even her considerable patience.
Satisfied with the safety setup, Zoe made her way to the equipment locker where eight pink flamingo floats waited in their packaging. The electric pump was a commercial-grade unit, capable of inflating even the largest pool floats in a matter of minutes. Zoe connected it to the first flamingo, checking that the valve was properly seated before switching it on. The pump hummed to life, and the flamingo began to take shape as air rushed into its multiple chambers. The thing was enormous—easily six feet from beak to tail when fully inflated—and ridiculously elaborate, with glittered accents.
She positioned herself where she could keep an eye on the guests while working, making sure none of them decided to jump in before she was ready. Charter guests had a tendency to ignore safety protocols when alcohol was involved, and she'd learned to be constantly vigilant during water activities.
"Can I help?"
Zoe looked up from the pump to find Stormy standing beside her, no longer in the sundress she'd worn at departure. She'd changed into a pink one-piece swimsuit, and her dark hair was pulled back in a low ponytail.
Up close, Zoe could see that Stormy looked tired. There were fine lines around her eyes that hadn't been there in high school, and her smile seemed forced. The confidence she'd radiated as a teenager was still present, but tempered by what looked like hard-won experience.
"No, I've got this," Zoe replied. The words came out more clipped than she'd intended, but she couldn't help it. So now Stormy wanted to help her? What was that all about? She wanted the woman nowhere near her.
Stormy shifted her weight from one foot to the other, clearly uncomfortable. She glanced toward where her sister was holding court by the bar, then back at Zoe. "I know you know who I am."
Zoe paused in adjusting the pump valve, her hands stilling for just a beat before she looked up again. Those green eyes were exactly the same as they'd been fifteen years ago—the same shade, the same intensity, the same ability to make Zoe feel exposed and vulnerable. She simply nodded, then continued working. There was no point in pretending otherwise.
"Look, I don't really know what to say," Stormy continued, fidgeting with the strap of her swimsuit.
"You don't need to say anything," Zoe replied without looking up from the rapidly expanding flamingo.
"Yes, I do. I need to apologize to you. I was..." Stormy paused. "I wasn't nice to you."
Zoe couldn't help the bitter laugh that escaped her. "That's an understatement," she muttered, then immediately regretted it. Shit. She wasn't supposed to talk to charter guests like that, no matter what their personal history was. She straightened up.
"Just forget about it, okay? It's in the past. I'm here to do my job and you're here to have fun, so please don't feel bad. I want everyone to have a good time, and that includes you."
The words felt like sawdust in her mouth, but they were the right ones to say. The ones that would keep her employed and avoid any awkward conversations during the rest of the charter.
"Stormy!" Vanessa called. "Stop distracting the help! We need the flamingos!"
Zoe's stomach churned at being referred to as "the help," but it was Stormy's reaction that surprised her.
"Zoe!" Stormy shouted back toward her sister, loud enough that the other bridesmaids looked up from their drinks. "Her name is Zoe! And why do you always have to be such an impatient bitch?"
"Excuse me?" Vanessa's voice rose to a high pitch. "Did you just call me a bitch? On my bachelorette weekend? I paid for this trip!"
The first flamingo had reached full inflation. Zoe disconnected the pump and turned to Stormy, holding out the massive float like a peace offering.
"If you really want to help me," she said, "take this over to her and keep an eye on her in the water for a minute. I'll be right there with the rest."
Stormy took the flamingo, their fingers brushing briefly as she gripped the carrying handles. "Zoe⁠—"
"Please," Zoe interrupted, pulling her hands away.
For a moment, Stormy looked like she wanted to say more. Her mouth opened slightly, but then she nodded and made her way toward the swim platform where Vanessa was still ranting about ungrateful sisters and unacceptable service delays.
Zoe watched her go, trying to ignore the way Stormy moved with that same unconscious swagger she'd had in high school. Some things didn't change, apparently.
She connected the pump to the second flamingo and tried to focus on the mechanical simplicity of the task—connect, inflate, disconnect, repeat.
"Oh my God, this water is so blue!" Hayley exclaimed, dangling her feet over the edge of the platform. "It's like, Caribbean blue! Wait, we are in the Caribbean, aren't we?"
"Technically we're in the Atlantic," offered Emma, one of the quieter bridesmaids who seemed slightly less intoxicated than the others. "But close enough."
"Whatever, it's gorgeous! Emma, take a picture of my feet with the water in the background. Make sure you get the pedicure—I paid two hundred dollars for these nails."
Zoe handed out the remaining flamingos, and their guests were delighted to jump in. This was what she did on a daily basis—creating perfect vacation moments for people who would never thought about the hours of preparation required to make it all work smoothly.
The yacht industry ran on this kind of invisible labor—crews working sixteen-hour days to maintain the illusion of effortless luxury, their own needs and comfort secondary to the guests' experience. It was demanding work, both physically and emotionally, but Zoe had found her place in it. She was good at what she did, and she had to stay strong if she wanted to make it to Captain one day.
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Z oe settled into the chair across from Captain Jordan's desk, delighted to finally sit down after hours of managing the guests' swimming activities and cleaning up the aftermath. The sun was setting, and the day's oppressive heat had given way to the gentle warmth of a Caribbean evening. The motion of the yacht at anchor created a rhythmic creaking that usually soothed her, but tonight her shoulders remained tense despite the peaceful setting.
Jordan finished updating the ship's log and looked up at her with those sharp eyes that missed nothing. Her hair was pulled back in its usual no-nonsense ponytail, and despite eight hours of managing both crew and increasingly demanding guests, she looked as composed as she had at departure that morning.
"How did today go, Freeman?" she asked, leaning back in her chair. Her tone was casual, but Zoe knew she was genuinely interested in her assessment. One of the things Zoe respected most about Jordan was her attention to crew welfare—she knew that happy crew members provided better service, and better service meant repeat clients.
"Everything went smoothly," Zoe said, which was technically true. No injuries, no damage to equipment apart from one inflatable flamingo, no major incidents requiring intervention. "The guests seemed to enjoy the swimming and the inflatables. Water conditions were great."
Jordan nodded, making a note on her tablet. "Good. Tomorrow we'll be anchoring off Staniel Cay—they want to hit the beach for lunch, photos, and some snorkeling. But I'm concerned about their alcohol consumption if we're going to do any serious watersports activities."
Staniel Cay. That made perfect sense as it was one of the most Instagram-famous spots in the Exumas, with that crescent of white sand beach and crystal-clear water that photographed like a postcard. The swimming pigs were nearby, which meant they'd probably get requests for that experience as well.
"I was thinking the same thing," Zoe admitted. "They've been drinking steadily since they boarded this morning. If they want to try waterskiing or wakeboarding tomorrow, we'll need to make sure they're sober enough to handle it safely."
"Exactly." Jordan's expression grew more serious. "I don't want any accidents on my watch. Make sure they understand that we have a zero-tolerance policy for alcohol consumption before watersports. And I'll ask Rei to accompany you tomorrow when you're running the activities—just in case we need extra hands. Dani will be there too, handling lunch."
Relief flooded through Zoe at the suggestion. "Yes, that would be helpful. They're quite a handful."
Jordan nodded. "I know this group might be taking its toll on the crew," she said. "But unless they're crossing any unreasonable lines, we'll have to do our best to keep them happy."
"Of course, Captain. I can handle them."
What Zoe didn't tell Jordan was that one of those guests had spent two years of her life making her question her worth as a human being. That seeing Stormy Clarke again had transported her back to being seventeen and humiliated and desperate to disappear. That every interaction with this group felt like walking through a minefield of buried trauma.
But Zoe and the captain didn't have that kind of relationship. In the four years she'd worked under Jordan's command, they'd maintained a professional dynamic built on mutual respect and clear boundaries. Jordan was an excellent captain—fair but demanding, skilled enough that Zoe was constantly learning from her—but they didn't share personal details. Zoe's job was to be her reliable first mate, not to burden her with emotional baggage.
Besides, this was her job. Just because she happened to know one of the guests from a long time ago didn't mean it should affect her work performance.
The brief conversation she'd had with Stormy earlier kept replaying in her mind. Stormy's obvious discomfort, the uncertainty in her voice when she'd tried to apologize. "I wasn't nice to you," she'd said, as if systematic cruelty could be dismissed as simple rudeness.
The Stormy Clarke Zoe remembered would never have apologized, though. She never showed weakness, never acknowledged that her actions might have consequences for other people. Her world had revolved around maintaining her position in the social hierarchy, and empathy was a luxury she couldn't afford.
Maybe people changed, maybe they didn't. Maybe Stormy just felt guilty now that she was successful and realized Zoe was working for her. Either way, Zoe didn't need her apology. What happened in high school had shaped her, sure, but it had also made her stronger.
"There's something else I want to discuss with you," Jordan said, interrupting her thoughts. She leaned forward slightly, her hands clasped on the desk between them. "About the return journey. I want you to bring her home."
Zoe's heart nearly stopped as she stared up at the captain.
"The full return to Key West. I think you're ready."
For a moment, Zoe couldn't speak. "Captain, are you sure?"
"You've been standing watch with me for four years now," Jordan said with a slight smile. "You know these waters better than some captains I've worked with. You handle the yacht beautifully during your bridge watch, and you've proven yourself capable of making good decisions under pressure."
Zoe felt a grin spreading across her face despite her exhaustion. "I would be honored, Captain."
Taking command of the vessel for a full harbor approach and docking was a huge step toward her own captain's license. To become a captain in the superyacht industry, she needed to accumulate specific sea time—1,000 days as deck officer on vessels over 24 meters, plus additional requirements for vessels over 60 meters like the Maiden Voyage. Every day she spent learning from Jordan counted toward those requirements, but actually taking command of the vessel during complex maneuvers was invaluable experience.
"I'll be right beside you the whole time," Jordan continued. "It's still my yacht and my responsibility. But I want you at the helm, making the calls. Consider it practical preparation for your MCA Class 4 exam."
The MCA Class 4 license would qualify Zoe to captain yachts up to 60 meters—smaller than the Maiden Voyage, but still substantial vessels in the industry. With the experience she was gaining here and the recommendation that Jordan's support would carry, she could realistically be looking at her own command within the next two years if she did well.
"I won't let you down," Zoe promised, and she meant it completely.
"I know you won't." Jordan made another note on her tablet. "We'll plan the approach together. I want you thinking about wind conditions, harbor traffic patterns, and docking configurations. The return to Key West can be tricky—there's usually significant traffic on Saturday afternoons, and the harbor entrance gets congested."
The sun had nearly disappeared now, painting the water in deep purple and gold. Soon they'd need to turn on the anchor lights and settle in for the evening. Zoe could hear laughter and music floating up from the main deck where the bridesmaids were starting their evening festivities.
"Speaking of weather," Jordan continued, "there's a small system developing east of us. Nothing serious—just some scattered thunderstorms that might reach us in a day or two. But I want you monitoring it closely. Charter guests don't always understand that weather at sea requires different considerations than weather on land."
"Copy that, Captain. I'll keep an eye on the forecasts and have contingency plans ready."
This was what Zoe loved about working with Jordan—the constant learning, the way she treated her as a professional rather than just hired help. Jordan was teaching her to think like a captain, to consider not just the immediate technical requirements but the broader strategic picture. Weather routing, guest safety, crew management, emergency preparedness—all the complex factors that went into successfully commanding a vessel.
"Sidenote -- how's the crew holding up?" Jordan asked.
"Everyone's managing so far," Zoe said. "Dani and her crew are working extra hard with all the beverage and service requests, and Lindsay's dealing with some challenging dietary requirements. But nothing we can't handle. Dani's freelancers are struggling, though."
"Good to know. I'd rather address crew concerns early than deal with bigger problems later." Jordan cleared her throat. "Thank you, Zoe."
The radio crackled to life with the evening weather report, and Jordan reached over to adjust the volume. Scattered clouds, light winds from the southeast, sea conditions calm to slight.
"One more thing," Jordan said as Zoe started to stand. "I've been watching your development over the past few years. You have good instincts, strong technical skills, and the kind of calm judgment that makes for effective command presence. At some point, I'd like to discuss your long-term career plans."
Zoe's heart skipped again. "Absolutely, Captain. I'd love that."
"You should start thinking about which direction you want to take your career. Charter work like this is excellent training, but there are other opportunities in the industry. Commercial shipping, offshore operations, research vessels. Each path has different requirements for advancement. I'd rather keep you, of course, but I don't want to stand in the way of your career development."
The conversation was making Zoe's head spin with possibilities. Just over four years ago, she'd been teaching kids how to sail, watching luxury yachts come and go while dreaming of something more. The idea that Jordan saw captain potential in her, that she was actively planning for Zoe's advancement, was beyond anything she'd dared to hope for when she'd first started.
"I'll give it serious thought," Zoe told her. "Thank you for the opportunity, Captain. And for your confidence in me."
"You've earned it," Jordan said simply. "Now go get some rest. Tomorrow's going to be a long day, especially if they want to try every watersport in our inventory."
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Z oe lay in her top bunk, staring at the ceiling and listening to the soft sounds of the yacht settling around her—the whisper of water against the hull, the distant hum of the generator, the occasional creak of rigging in the evening breeze.
Every time she closed her eyes, she was a teenager again, standing in that empty classroom after AP English, heart hammering as Stormy Clarke smiled at her with what she'd desperately wanted to believe was genuine warmth.
It had started so innocuously. A project on Hamlet that their teacher, Mrs. Brennan, had assigned with typical academic cruelty—random partnerships that ignored the rigid social hierarchies that governed teenage life. Zoe had nearly dropped her books when Mrs. Brennan announced that she'd be working with Stormy Clarke, the untouchable princess of Harbor View High's social elite.
Zoe rolled onto her side, pulling her thin crew quarters blanket up to her chin. They were anchored in paradise, but her mind was sixty nautical miles and fifteen years away, back in that fluorescent-lit classroom where everything had begun to unravel.
The first day of their partnership, Stormy had approached her after class and suggested they meet in the library during lunch to plan their presentation. Zoe had nodded mutely, convinced this was some kind of setup for public humiliation. Popular girls didn't talk to scholarship kids like her unless they wanted something, and they certainly didn't suggest voluntary one-on-one time.
But when lunch period arrived, Stormy had actually shown up. She'd even brought color-coded notes and an organized folder with their assignment guidelines.
"So I was thinking we could do the presentation on Hamlet's relationship with Ophelia," Stormy had said. "Everyone always focuses on the ghost or the play-within-a-play, but I think the romance angle might be more interesting."
Zoe had blinked at her, surprised. "You've actually read it?"
Stormy had laughed, almost self-deprecating. "Contrary to popular belief, I do occasionally crack open a book. I'm not just a pretty face, you know." The comment had been delivered with a teasing smile that made Zoe's stomach flutter in a way she didn't quite understand yet. Or rather, in a way she understood but desperately didn't want to acknowledge.
They'd worked on the project for three weeks, meeting every few days either in the library or in empty classrooms after school. At first, Zoe had been tense, waiting for the other shoe to drop, for Stormy to reveal whatever cruel joke this was meant to be. But gradually, she'd begun to relax and trust her. Stormy was actually intelligent—not just pretty and popular, but genuinely thoughtful about literature in ways that surprised Zoe.
More surprising still, she seemed to enjoy their conversations.
"You're really smart," Stormy had said one afternoon as they packed up their books. "Like, scary smart. I bet you're going to some amazing college."
"If I can afford it," Zoe had replied without thinking, then immediately regretted the admission. She didn't talk about money with anyone at school, too conscious of the gulf between her circumstances and those of her classmates.
But Stormy hadn't looked embarrassed or uncomfortable. Instead, she'd nodded thoughtfully. "Scholarships?"
"I hope so. My grades are good enough, but..." Zoe had shrugged, not wanting to explain about her mother's two jobs or her father's disability or the mounting medical bills that consumed every spare dollar.
"You'll get them," Stormy had said with surprising conviction. "You're the smartest person in our class. Maybe in the whole school."
Now, lying in her crew bunk with the Caribbean night pressing against her porthole, Zoe wondered if that had been the moment she'd started falling for Stormy Clarke. Not love, exactly—she'd been too young and inexperienced to understand what she was feeling—but something dangerously close to it. The desperate, all-consuming crush that only teenagers could experience, amplified by the intoxicating discovery that the object of her fascination was more complex than anyone realized.
After their Hamlet project ended—they'd received an A, naturally—Zoe had assumed their brief connection would dissolve back into the natural order of high school hierarchy. Stormy would return to her circle of popular friends, and Zoe would fade back into academic obscurity.
But Stormy had surprised her again. A few days later, she'd approached Zoe after chemistry class.
"Want to walk to the parking lot together? I have to wait for my ride anyway."
It became a routine. Not friendship, exactly—Stormy never invited her to sit at the popular table or included her in weekend plans—but something more than acquaintanceship. They'd walk together after school, lingering by the flagpole or sitting on the stone steps while they waited for their respective rides. Stormy's housekeeper, Mrs. Mendoza, was chronically late, and Zoe's mother often worked double shifts at the diner that kept her until six.
During those stolen conversations, Stormy had revealed layers of herself that no one else saw. Beneath the perfect exterior was a girl dealing with the same teenage anxieties and family complications as everyone else, just with better clothes and a more expensive address.
"My parents had another huge fight last night," Stormy had confided one October afternoon, sitting cross-legged on the grass beside the parking lot. Her voice had been carefully casual, but Zoe could hear the tension underneath. "Dad didn't come home until like three in the morning. Mom was crying in the kitchen when I got up for water."
"That sucks," Zoe had said, inadequately. She'd wanted to offer something more substantial, but what did she know about parents who fought about affairs and business deals rather than overdue bills and medical expenses?
"They think I don't notice, but it's kind of hard to miss when they can't be in the same room without screaming at each other." Stormy had picked at the grass between her feet. "Sometimes I think they'd be happier if they just got divorced already."
In return, Zoe had shared things she'd never told anyone. About her grandmother's cancer diagnosis and the crushing weight of treatment costs. About her father's chronic pain from the construction accident that had ended his career. About lying awake at night listening to her parents' whispered conversations about which bills they could defer another month. About working shifts at the marina on weekends to help them out.
"That's so much responsibility," Stormy had said. "You shouldn't have to worry about money at our age."
"Everyone has problems," Zoe had replied, echoing something her mother always said. "Mine just happen to come with dollar signs attached."
Stormy had laughed, but not unkindly. "God, you're so much more mature than everyone else in our class. Including me."
Those conversations had become the highlight of Zoe's days. She'd found herself looking forward to the walk from chemistry to the parking lot, to the sound of Stormy's laugh when Zoe made some dry observation about their classmates or teachers. She'd started paying attention to what Stormy wore, memorizing the way she tucked her hair behind her ear when she was thinking.
It felt like friendship, even if it was a friendship that existed only in the margins of a limited timeframe. Stormy never acknowledged her in the hallways when she was with her popular friends, and Zoe never expected her to. They both understood the unspoken rules that governed their social ecosystem. But those private conversations felt real in a way that most of Zoe's teenage experiences didn't.
The end, when it came, had been swift and devastating.
It was November, Zoe remembered now, turning restlessly in her narrow bunk. Stormy's ride was late as always, and Zoe's mother was working another double.
They'd been talking about college plans, about the boys in their class, about the mundane teenage concerns that felt monumentally important at seventeen. The conversation had drifted to relationships, to who was dating whom, to the complicated dynamics of teenage romance.
"I don't understand the appeal of half these guys," Stormy had said, gesturing toward their male classmates horsing around by their cars. "Like, take Brad Morrison. Every girl in school thinks he's so hot, but he's basically a goldfish with abs. No personality whatsoever."
Zoe had laughed. "Maybe that's the appeal. Low maintenance."
"I guess. What about you? Anyone catch your eye lately?"
The question had been casual, the kind of girl talk they'd engaged in before. But something in Stormy's tone, in the way she was looking at Zoe with those impossibly green eyes, had made Zoe feel reckless. Safe, even. They'd shared so much over the past few months, had created this bubble of intimacy that felt separate from the brutal social dynamics of high school.
"Not really," Zoe had said. "Boys don't really... I mean, I don't really like boys that way."
Stormy had gone very still. "What do you mean?"
Zoe's heart had been hammering, but she'd felt oddly calm. This was Stormy, after all. The girl who'd shared her fears about her parents' marriage, who'd listened without judgment to Zoe's worries about money and family. The girl who'd become something like a friend, even if she'd never use that word publicly.
"I mean I think I like girls," Zoe had said quietly.
The silence that followed had stretched longer than seemed possible. Zoe watched Stormy's face change, watched something shut down behind those green eyes. The warmth that had characterized their conversations for months disappeared so completely that Zoe felt like she'd been physically slapped.
"Oh," Stormy had said finally, her voice flat and distant. "That's... wow."
"Stormy?" Zoe had reached out instinctively, but Stormy had pulled back as if Zoe's touch might contaminate her.
"I have to go," Stormy had said, standing abruptly and gathering her books. "Mrs. Mendoza's on her way."
But the parking lot was still empty of any cars that might belong to Stormy's housekeeper.
"Is everything okay?" Zoe had asked, though she already knew the answer from the careful distance Stormy was maintaining, from the way she wouldn't meet Zoe's eyes.
"Everything's fine," Stormy had replied. "I just... I have to go."
She'd walked off toward the main road, leaving Zoe sitting alone surrounded by the ghost of their conversation and the terrible understanding that she'd just ruined everything.
Monday morning had brought the first whispers. By Tuesday, the rumors were in full circulation. By Wednesday, someone had written "DYKE" on Zoe's locker in permanent marker.
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C harter day two was already proving to be every bit as challenging as Zoe had anticipated. The morning sun blazed overhead as she guided the tender toward Staniel Cay, the yacht's Zodiac cutting cleanly through the swells. Behind her, the bridesmaids and one increasingly agitated bride-to-be clutched their oversized sun hats, their excited chatter punctuated by Vanessa's predictably shrill complaints.
"This is not what I expected at all," Vanessa announced. She was perched on the inflatable gunwale in a flowing white kaftan, oversized sunglasses pushed up on her head as she surveyed the approaching beach with obvious displeasure. "There are people here. Other people."
Zoe kept her eyes fixed on the water ahead, navigating around a shallow coral head that rose dangerously close to the surface. Through her polarized sunglasses, she could make out two other groups already established on the pristine crescent of white sand—one family with young children building sandcastles near the water's edge, and what appeared to be a group of college-aged kids lounging under a large beach umbrella. The sight was entirely normal for Staniel Cay, one of the most popular destinations in the Exumas chain but there was plenty of space to set up for a private experience.
She caught Rei's eye where she sat amidships, surrounded by coolers and equipment bags. Rei raised her eyebrows slightly in a look that clearly said here we go again. What exactly had Vanessa expected? That a public beach in the Bahamas would be cleared of all other visitors for her convenience? That her charter fee included exclusive use of sovereign Bahamian territory?
"I mean, what's the point of paying for a luxury yacht charter if we have to share the beach with random families?" Vanessa continued, her voice rising in pitch. "This is supposed to be my special weekend."
Behind Zoe, Stormy shifted uncomfortably on the bench seat. "My sister is a nightmare," she muttered, just loud enough for Zoe to hear over the engine noise. "I'm not sure how I'm going to cope with her for much longer."
Zoe pretended she hadn't heard the comment. She felt no sympathy for Stormy whatsoever. If there was one thing Stormy Clarke definitely wasn't getting from Zoe Freeman, it was understanding about her family drama. Let her deal with the monster.
The tender's bow kissed the sandy bottom with a gentle scrape as Zoe ran it up onto the beach. She killed the engine and hopped over the side into knee-deep water, her boat shoes finding purchase on the firm sand as she grabbed the bow line to secure the tender.
"Okay, ladies, welcome to Staniel Cay," she announced with the kind of forced cheerfulness that charter work demanded. "If you could please watch your step getting out."
"My phone has no signal," Vanessa declared as she stood in the tender, one hand clutching her kaftan.
"Cell coverage can be spotty in the outer islands," Zoe explained patiently, extending a hand to help steady Vanessa as she climbed over the side. "If you're lucky, you might get signal on the beach."
Vanessa ignored the offered assistance and instead stood frozen in the tender, staring down at the clear water with obvious dismay. "My kaftan is going to get wet if I wade to the beach. It's eight hundred dollars."
"You could put it in one of the dry bags we brought," Dani suggested, already reaching for one of the waterproof equipment bags they'd loaded with towels and supplies. "We can carry it to shore for you."
Vanessa looked like she wanted to argue—as if she was disappointed that they'd found a reasonable solution to her problem, leaving her with nothing left to complain about. But she grudgingly peeled off the designer kaftan and handed it over to Dani, revealing a white bikini underneath.
"Fine," she said with obvious reluctance. "But be careful with it."
The unloading process took some coordination. Dani and Rei worked efficiently to establish their beachside setup, starting with a large beach umbrella that provided a circle of blessed shade on the white sand. They assembled folding tables and chairs, unpacked coolers filled with Lindsay's prepared lunch selections, and arranged the various accessories that would transform this stretch of public beach into a temporary luxury lounge.
The pop-up canopy came next, a professional-grade shelter that Rei anchored securely in the sand, and soon they'd created a comfortable outdoor dining area complete with cushioned seating, a portable bar setup, and even a battery-powered fan to circulate the increasingly warm air.
Zoe wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand, grateful for the light breeze coming off the water. Even with the shade structures in place, the Caribbean sun was relentless, and the physical demands of loading and unloading equipment in beach sand were taking their toll. The bridesmaids, meanwhile, had arranged themselves on the chairs, already working on the first round of tropical cocktails that Dani had prepared in insulated pitchers.
"Before we get too settled in," Zoe called out to the group, "I wanted to remind everyone that there's an opportunity to use our water toys today. There's waterskiing and jet skiing available if anyone's interested. But yacht policy requires that our guests don't consume alcohol during water sports activities for safety reasons."
The announcement was met with the expected chorus of protests.
"But we're celebrating!" Hayley whined, clutching her piña colada protectively. "What's the point if we can't drink during the fun stuff?"
"The liability insurance doesn't care about celebrations," Zoe replied with a patience she didn't feel. "Trust me, you'll have more fun on a jet ski if you're completely sober anyway. These machines are powerful enough to be dangerous."
"I'd like to try waterskiing," Emma said, surprising everyone by speaking up. "I used to do it when I was younger, but it's been years."
"Me too," added Sarah, another of the less vocal members of the wedding party. "I've never tried it, but I bet I'd look badass on Instagram."
Zoe felt a flicker of genuine enthusiasm for the first time all day. Finally, guests who seemed interested in actually experiencing what the yacht and crew had to offer rather than just complaining about what wasn't perfect.
"I'll try the jet skiing," Stormy said. "But I'm a little scared."
"That's okay. I can go as slow or as fast as you want," Zoe assured her, already dreading the ride. Just her luck. Of course Stormy wanted to try the water sports. But this was her job, and she'd handle it the same way she handled everything else—with competence and professionalism, regardless of her personal feelings. "Rei and I will head back to get the jet ski and the water sports equipment," she continued, addressing the group. "Enjoy your lunch, ladies, and hold off on the drinks if you want to participate."
The personal watercraft was secured on a platform at the stern of the Maiden Voyage, along with the towable inflatable devices, water skis, and all the associated safety equipment. They'd need the ski rope, life jackets, and the emergency kit that marine regulations required for any powered water sports activities.
"This is so unfair," Vanessa complained predictably. "I'm paying for unlimited premium alcohol service."
"You can drink," Zoe corrected her. "You just can't drink and play. It's the same rule you'd follow if you were driving a car."
She turned and walked away before Vanessa could respond with what was undoubtedly going to be another complaint about the unfairness of basic safety regulations. Sometimes the best part of charter work was being able to escape back to the yacht for legitimate operational reasons.
As they prepared to wade back out to the tender, Zoe glanced over at the beach setup. Dani was arranging Lindsay's gourmet lunch offerings on the portable tables with the kind of attention to detail that made their service stand out from other charter operations. The spread looked impressive—fresh conch salad, grilled mahi-mahi with mango salsa, coconut rice, and an array of tropical fruits carved into decorative arrangements. Even Vanessa would be hard-pressed to find fault with the presentation, though Zoe was sure she'd manage somehow. The other beach groups had noticed their setup and were casting curious glances in their direction, probably wondering what kind of operation could afford such luxury amenities for a simple beach day.
"Ready?" she asked Rei, who was gathering the equipment they'd need for the return trip.
"Yeah. I don't understand how you guys cope with people like that. Please take me away from them," Rei muttered under her breath. "I need a break from princess drama before I say something that gets me fired."
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T  he jet ski bobbed in the turquoise water. Changed into a navy and blue striped bikini, Stormy sat behind her on the padded passenger seat.
"Okay, ground rules," Zoe said, turning slightly so she could address Stormy directly. "Hold on to me, not the grab handles. The grab handles are fine when we're going slow, but once we pick up speed, you'll want a more secure grip."
She demonstrated by taking Stormy's hands and positioning them around her waist, trying to ignore the way her stomach clenched at the contact. Stormy's arms encircled her tentatively, her hands gripping the sides of Zoe's life vest.
This was exactly what she'd been dreading—there was no way to do this without some degree of physical contact, and the last person on earth Zoe wanted wrapped around her was Stormy fucking Clarke.
"Like this?" Stormy asked. Her breath was warm against Zoe's ear, close enough that Zoe could smell her sunscreen.
"Yeah," Zoe replied. "Just remember to move with the machine, not against it. If I lean into a turn, lean with me. If we hit a wave, let the jet ski absorb the impact—don't try to fight it. Ready?"
The engine roared to life beneath them and she eased them away from the yacht. When she was confident Stormy was okay, she launched the jet ski forward, the bow lifting as they accelerated from idle speed to thirty knots in a matter of seconds. Stormy's scream pierced the air, but it was a sound of exhilaration rather than terror.
Zoe carved a wide arc through the open water, banking the jet ski into a turn that sent spray cascading around them. She could feel Stormy's laughter reverberating through her back where their bodies pressed together, and despite every rational thought in her head, she grinned at her infectious enthusiasm.
She opened the throttle further, pushing them up to forty-five knots as they raced parallel to the shoreline. The world blurred past in a wash of blue and white, the wind whipping through their hair and the spray creating rainbows in their wake.
"Oh my God!" Stormy shouted over the engine noise. "This is so much fun!"
Zoe carved another turn, this one sharp enough to bank them at a steep angle that put her knee close to the water's surface. She felt Stormy's sharp intake of breath, followed immediately by another peal of delighted laughter.
She hit a series of small swells at full speed, launching them airborne for heart-stopping moments before they crashed back down in explosions of spray and foam.
"Are you trying to kill us?" Stormy yelled, but her tone suggested she was having the time of her life.
"Trust me," Zoe called back, and immediately winced at her choice of words. Trust was exactly what had gotten her into trouble with Stormy Clarke fifteen years ago.
But Stormy seemed oblivious to the irony, too caught up in the adrenaline rush to analyze the subtext of their interaction.
Zoe pushed them through another series of high-speed maneuvers—figure-eights and sharp turns and sudden accelerations that showcased both the jet ski's capabilities and her own skill at handling it. The machine was capable of much more aggressive riding than she'd attempt with most passengers, but Stormy seemed to have nerves of steel and an appetite for thrills that matched Zoe's own.
After fifteen minutes of high-octane riding, Zoe gradually reduced their speed and guided them toward a quiet stretch of water away from the beach setup.
"Holy shit," Stormy gasped, finally releasing her death grip on Zoe's waist and leaning back. "That was incredible. I can't believe you get to do this for a living."
Zoe turned sideways on the driver's seat so she could face Stormy properly. Stormy's dark hair was wild from the wind, and her face was flushed with excitement and exertion.
"I enjoy it," Zoe replied, falling back on small talk to fill the silence. "What do you do for a living?"
"Nothing exciting," Stormy said with a self-deprecating laugh. "I'm an accountant."
Zoe blinked in surprise. Of all the career paths she might have predicted for Stormy Clarke, accounting had definitely not made the list. It seemed so... ordinary. So far removed from the glamorous life she'd assumed someone like Stormy would naturally gravitate toward.
"Accounting?" she repeated.
"I know, I know. It's not exactly glamorous." Stormy tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "I work for a mid-sized firm in Key West. Tax preparation, small business consulting, nothing that would ever make for interesting dinner party conversation."
A silence settled between them and Zoe realized she should probably say something. "Nothing wrong with accounting. You were always good at math." She paused. "And are you married?"
"No. No husband, no kids." Something shifted in Stormy's expression as her eyes flickered away from Zoe's, focusing instead on the water. "It's complicated," she added. "And you? Are you married? Or do you... do you have a partner?"
"No," Zoe said. "No partner."
Stormy met her eyes again then, and nodded slowly. "There's something you should know," she said, then took a shaky breath. "I had a crush on you in high school."
Zoe frowned as she stared at her. "On me?"
"Yeah." Stormy shrugged and blew out her cheeks. "When you told me you liked girls, I panicked because I realized we were the same, and I was terrified someone would think we might have a thing for each other. So I did the worst thing I could possibly do—I betrayed you. And I've regretted it every single day since I was mature enough to understand what I'd done."
Zoe sat in stunned silence, processing what Stormy had told her. For fifteen years, she'd believed Stormy had been disgusted by her confession, that her cruelty had stemmed from genuine revulsion at what Zoe was. The narrative she'd built in her mind—that she'd been destroyed by someone who saw her as fundamentally wrong—was crumbling with each word Stormy spoke. It hadn't been hatred. It had been fear. Stormy had lashed out not because she couldn't accept Zoe's truth, but because she couldn't face her own.
"I honestly never knew you felt that way."
"How could you?" Stormy let out a bitter laugh. "But yes, I was completely gone for you. Those conversations we had after school? They were the best part of my day. But I was terrified and stupid, and when you trusted me with something so personal..." She shook her head. "I'm gay, Zoe. My friends know, my coworkers know. But for some reason I've never told my family. They're all so fucking judgmental about everything."
Zoe swallowed hard as she turned sideways on her seat to see Stormy better. The popular girl who'd destroyed her had been struggling with the same secret, the same fear. It didn't excuse what Stormy had done, but it explained it in a way that made her feel sympathy for her. "If they love you, they'll understand."
"I'm not sure they would," Stormy replied. "I'm already the black sheep of the family. Vanessa did exactly what was expected of her—she found herself a rich man. Well, two actually. This will be her second marriage." She rolled her eyes. "I wanted to do something big with my life, but I can't say that's happened. My father had these grand plans for me to take over the family company, sent me to study international finance so I could step into his shoes one day. But working with him was impossible—he's controlling and dismissive and never listened to a single idea I had. So I quit, and now I'm stuck in a career I'm not particularly passionate about. I suppose it pays the bills and keeps me independent though, which is better than working for Dad."
"True," Zoe said, searching for something positive to offer. "You said you're out to your friends?"
Stormy nodded.
"You're healthy? Your family's healthy?"
Another nod.
"Then you're doing better than a lot of people. Maybe it's not the life you planned, but it's yours."
A shrill scream carried across the water from the direction of the beach, followed immediately by another. Zoe's head snapped toward the sound, her body automatically shifting into alert mode.
"Is that Vanessa?"
"Yeah," Stormy said grimly, recognizing her sister's voice even at this distance. "That's definitely her."
More screaming erupted from the beach, this time joined by other voices shouting over each other in obvious distress.
"We'd better get back and check on them." Zoe shifted back into position and fired up the jet ski's engine. "Hold on tight."
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Z oe killed the jet ski's engine and rushed ashore, followed by Stormy. "What happened?"
Vanessa sat in one of the beach chairs like a deposed queen, her face buried in her hands, shoulders shaking with violent sobs. The other bridesmaids formed a protective semicircle around her, their expressions ranging from genuine concern to poorly suppressed amusement. Hayley looked genuinely distressed, her hand on Vanessa's shoulder.
Dani stood frozen beside the collapsed lunch setup, a rolled-up towel clutched in her hands. Rei had emerged from behind the beach umbrella looking like she'd rather be anywhere else on earth.
"I don't really know how to explain this," Dani said, gesturing helplessly toward Vanessa, then toward the beach, then back again. "A bird took her hair while she was sleeping."
"Her what?" Zoe frowned as she scanned Vanessa for obvious injuries. No blood, no visible wounds, all limbs appeared functional. Whatever had happened, it wasn't immediately life-threatening. "Are you hurt, Ms. Clarke?"
"It was a huge bird," Emma said before Vanessa could reply. "Black and white with this enormous beak."
"A frigate bird?" Zoe asked, and Dani nodded. They were common throughout the Bahamas and notorious for their bold, aggressive behavior around humans. She'd seen them steal food directly from tourists' hands, dive-bomb fishing boats for scraps, and generally conduct themselves like the pirates of the bird world. But she'd never heard of one actually attacking a sleeping person.
Vanessa finally looked up from her hands, and Zoe had to bite her lip to keep from gasping. The left side of Vanessa's head, from her temple to behind her ear, had been yanked into a choppy, uneven mess. Some strands were only half the length of the rest.
"Jesus Christ," Stormy breathed, her hand flying to her mouth as she tried to suppress a chuckle. "Vanessa, what the hell happened to you?"
Vanessa wailed, her hands flying back to the damaged area. "I was just sleeping and this monster came out of nowhere and started ripping my hair out!"
"Okay, Ms. Clarke. Please try to calm down. Are you hurt?" Zoe asked again. "Any scratches or cuts from the claws?"
"Of course I'm fucking hurt!" Vanessa yelled. "My hair is gone, so don't tell me to calm down!"
"They're only extensions, Vanessa," Stormy offered. "We can go to the hairdresser as soon as we're back."
Vanessa shot her sister a look that could have melted steel. "Whose side are you on? Are you team bird now? Huh? Do you not realize the enormity of the consequences? I'm going to look like shit in the pictures."
"Yes, they were extensions," Dani whispered to Zoe. "No physical harm was done."
Zoe scanned the sky and the nearby vegetation, her eyes tracking the coastline until she spotted a large frigate bird perched on a piece of bleached driftwood about fifty yards down the beach. Even at that distance, she could see pale strands hanging out of its beak, and what appeared to be a significant nest-building project underway around the bird's feet.
"There it is," she said, pointing toward it.
"KILL IT!" Vanessa screamed, having spotted her tormentor. She tried to stand from her chair but wobbled dangerously, whether from shock or the lingering effects of her pre-lunch cocktails. "KILL THAT FUCKING THING RIGHT NOW!"
"Ms. Clarke, we're not going to kill wildlife," Zoe said. "I'm sorry this happened to you and I understand you're upset. Frigate birds are actually quite common here, and they're just following their natural scavenging instincts."
"NATURAL INSTINCTS?" Vanessa's voice reached a fever pitch. "IT ATTACKED ME! LOOK AT MY HEAD!"
The other beach groups had abandoned any pretense of minding their own business and were openly staring at their dramatic tableau.
"Can everyone please stop looking at me?" Vanessa demanded, gesturing frantically at their audience. "This is a private beach! It's my beach!"
Of course it was her beach, Zoe thought. It was her charter, her party, her beach, her everything.
"Okay, let's all take a breather," she interrupted, slipping into full crisis management mode. She'd dealt with medical emergencies, equipment failures, and guest meltdowns. A few missing extensions were hardly cause for alarm. "How about we head back to the yacht? We'll get you cleaned up and see what we can do about the hair situation."
"There's nothing you can do. My hair is gone," Vanessa repeated through sniffs. "And it's your fault. You took me to this beach. You exposed me to dangerous wildlife. You're the reason I'm going to look terrible in my shots. I want to speak to the captain. Now!"
"Of course. We can head back right away," Dani said quickly, shooting Rei a pleading look. "Rei will pack everything up while Zoe and I take you all back to the yacht immediately."
Rei nodded grimly. "Yeah, I've got this. Go."
Stormy caught Zoe's eye and stepped closer. "She'll calm down once we're back on the yacht," she whispered. "I promise."
Zoe wasn't entirely convinced, but she gestured toward the tender. "All right, everyone. Bring your phones and anything else you'll need in the coming hour. Rei and I will return the rest of your things."
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B y the time they'd secured all the beach equipment and completed the evening's maintenance checks, it was dark and the charter guests were about to have dinner. Zoe made her way up to the bridge where Captain Jordan stood reviewing the navigation charts, her usual evening routine of plotting their next day's course.
"What's the damage, Captain?" Zoe asked as she sat down at Jordan's desk. "Ms. Clarke sounded like she was going to sue us. She rambled on about 'negligent exposure to dangerous wildlife' and 'failure to provide adequate protection during recreational activities' on our way back."
She winced. Lawsuits were the nightmare scenario for any charter operation—the kind of thing that could destroy reputations and bankrupt companies regardless of their merit.
"It's all fine. I managed to calm down the primary eventually," Jordan said, rubbing her temples. "God, that woman is horrible. I've dealt with demanding clients before, but she's in a category all her own."
"I know. She's horrible."
Captain Jordan sighed. "Anyway, customer satisfaction is our number one priority, and Dani and I have found a solution. The original plan was to anchor here for the night, but instead we'll sail for a few more hours toward Nassau." Jordan gestured to the chart where she'd marked their new course. "Dani managed to arrange for a hairdresser to come aboard and fix the primary's extensions tomorrow morning. Tonight, she'll have to make do with one of those pink wigs Dani brought for the 'pink dinner' Ms. Clarke requested. We’ve moved it to tonight."
Zoe raised her eyebrows. The pink dinner was supposed to be their finale—a themed evening on their last night, complete with coordinated decorations and Lindsay's specially prepared pink-hued menu. Moving it to tonight meant scrambling the entire itinerary to accommodate Vanessa's crisis.
"Poor Lindsay. She must be so stressed."
"Yes, it's a challenge, but Lindsay said she could make it happen. That way Ms. Clarke's precious photos won't be ruined by her temporary hair situation. She can wear the wig tonight for her Instagram content, and tomorrow she'll have shiny new extensions courtesy of Nassau's finest professional."
Jordan rolled her eyes—a rare display of frustration—and Zoe couldn't help but chuckle at the absurdity of the situation. Here they were, professional mariners, rearranging their entire operational schedule because a bird had made off with some synthetic hair.
"Right," Zoe said. "So what's the timeline for tomorrow?"
"The hair stylist will be ready for pickup at eight AM, so you'll need to get some sleep since you'll have to get up early to collect her after you've finished the morning deck maintenance. She has your phone number."
"Of course, Captain."
"Oh, and will you send Dani up for a moment, please?" Jordan added, already turning back to her charts. "There's something I need to discuss with her."
"Of course."
Zoe made her way back down to the main deck level, following the sound of conversation and laughter toward the aft dining area. The transformation was striking—what had been the yacht's elegant outdoor dining space just hours earlier had been converted into a cotton candy fever dream.
Pink fabric draping hung from the overhead rigging, creating an intimate canopy that filtered the deck lighting into soft, rosy hues. The dining table had been reset with linens in various shades of pink, from pale blush to hot magenta, layered with matching napkins and pink glassware. Overhead, strings of pink LED lights created a glow that would photograph beautifully against the dark ocean backdrop.
All eight women sat around the table wearing identical hot pink wigs—long, voluminous affairs. The sight was surreal enough to make Zoe pause in the doorway. Vanessa, her natural disaster hair hidden beneath the synthetic wig, looked significantly calmer than she had on the beach. The wig actually suited her, giving her a playful, almost childlike appearance that was at odds with her imperious demeanor.
The table itself was a masterpiece of themed coordination. Lindsay had somehow managed to create an entire menu of pink-hued dishes—salmon canapés with rose-colored cream, strawberry and goat cheese tartlets, pink champagne cocktails garnished with edible flowers, and what appeared to be beetroot hummus with pink pita chips.
Zoe had to admit that Lindsay and Dani had outdone themselves. What could have been a tacky, gimmicky theme had been executed with the same attention to detail and quality that characterized all their service. Even the most discerning guests would be hard-pressed to find fault with the presentation.
"Finally!" Vanessa called out as she spotted Zoe lurking in the doorway. "We need more champagne. These glasses are nearly empty."
Zoe suppressed her irritation at being mistaken for service staff yet again. This was exactly why she tried to avoid the guest areas during evening social hours—drunk charter guests had a tendency to assume any crew member they encountered was available to fulfill their immediate needs, regardless of that person's actual role or responsibilities.
"I'll get someone from the service team for you," she replied diplomatically, already backing away from the table.
The service was Dani's domain, and Zoe had her own responsibilities that didn't include playing cocktail waitress to demanding bridesmaids. Besides, she wouldn't even know how to open a bottle of champagne.
She slipped away from the pink-themed revelry and made her way into the main salon, where Dani stood behind the bar, wrestling with a particularly stubborn champagne cork.
"Elsa, can you serve the starters, please?" she called out to one of her freelance housekeeping staff, her voice carrying a note of barely controlled panic. "They're ready to go!"
She looked up as Zoe approached, holding up the champagne bottle with a slightly bewildered expression. "Let me guess," she said, "they want more champagne? Vanessa literally asked me for it about a minute ago. They're getting more and more impatient by the hour."
Dani sighed and finally managed to work the cork free with a satisfying pop. "I swear they're going through alcohol faster than I can possibly serve it. At this rate, we'll need to stop for resupply before we reach Key West."
"When you have a minute," Zoe said, "the captain wants to speak with you about tomorrow's arrangements."
"Right. I'll head up as soon as I get this champagne delivered." Dani looked up when Elsa walked past with bowls of pink soup. "Elsa, will you ask Netty to keep an eye on the bar for a moment? Tell her she's almost done; she can go to bed in twenty."
"Well, everything looks incredible," Zoe offered.
"Thanks. We figured if we're going to scramble the entire schedule to accommodate a hair extension incident, we might as well make it memorable." Dani managed a tired smile as she arranged champagne flutes on the tray. "Let’s have a debrief over drinks when we get back in a few days. I'm sure we all have a lot to discuss."
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T  he Maiden Voyage felt peaceful in the early morning hours, before the guests stirred and the chaos of charter service began. There was a pleasant quality to the dawn routine—checking equipment, monitoring weather conditions, scrubbing the deck, preparing for the day's activities. Zoe was adjusting the tender's fenders when a shadow fell over her.
"Are you heading to shore?"
Zoe turned to find Stormy standing at the edge of the platform, already dressed in khaki shorts and a white linen shirt despite the early hour.
"Yes, I'm picking up the hairdresser," Zoe replied, then caught herself. "Sorry—stylist. Whatever it's called."
"Yeah. Stylist." Stormy let out a tired laugh. "Can I come with you?"
Zoe hesitated, her hands stilling on the rope she'd been coiling. Taking passengers on operational runs wasn't standard protocol, especially when time constraints were involved. Captain Jordan had been clear about the timeline—pickup at eight, return by ten, departure for their next anchorage no later than eleven. There was no room for delays or complications.
"I'm only going back and forth," she said. "I can't stay anchored at the marina, so if you don't come back with me, we'll all be in trouble."
"I understand. I just want to get some chewing gum."
The request seemed innocent enough, but something in Stormy's tone suggested there was more to it.
"We have everything you need here," Zoe offered. "Just ask Dani, or I can try to find you some?"
"Honestly, I don't really care about the gum." Stormy shifted her weight from one foot to the other, that same uncomfortable fidgeting Zoe had noticed during their conversation on the jet ski. "I just want to get off this yacht for a bit," she admitted. "I'm getting cabin fever being stuck here with my sister and her horrible friends."
Zoe detected genuine frustration beneath the words. It was a feeling she understood—she'd experienced similar claustrophobia during particularly challenging charters.
"Of course you can come," she said, reaching for one of the life vests stored in the tender's compartment. She tossed it to Stormy, who caught it with both hands. "But no sightseeing. This is a quick run."
"I promise you won't even know I'm there." Stormy put on the life vest. "Thank you. Really."
Zoe helped Stormy down, started the engine, and cast off from the yacht's stern platform. The tender responded smoothly as she guided them away. It was a beautiful morning—quiet, cool, and breezy.
Stormy settled into the passenger seat beside her and let out a sigh of relief as soon as they'd cleared the yacht's immediate vicinity. Her shoulders dropped and she leaned back. The transformation was noticeable—like watching someone step out of a costume they'd been wearing too long.
"How's Vanessa doing after yesterday's incident?" Zoe asked, raising her voice over the engine noise. The question was partly professional courtesy and partly genuine curiosity. Guest welfare was always her responsibility, even when the guests in question were monumentally difficult to deal with.
Stormy snorted. "She's absolutely fine. She secretly thrives on drama, though she'd never admit it." She paused and shook her head. "She's been worse lately, though. Even more dramatic than usual, and she's been crying a lot. I know she's a nightmare, but she's still my sister. I have a feeling she's getting cold feet about the wedding."
Zoe glanced at her, surprised by the admission. Family dynamics weren't usually something charter guests discussed with crew members, but then again, her relationship with Stormy wasn't exactly standard charter protocol either.
"No one's forcing her to get married," she said, adjusting their course slightly to follow the marked channel toward Nassau Harbor. "She can always call it off if she doesn't want to go through with it, right?"
The suggestion seemed logical to Zoe—if someone was having serious doubts about a major life decision, the reasonable response was to pause and reconsider. But she realized even as she said it that her perspective was probably overly simplified. She'd never been engaged, never faced the social and financial pressures that came with planning a wedding, never had to navigate the complex expectations of family and society.
Stormy nodded. "I know that. But Vanessa measures her self-worth against her bank account. Money is more important to her than it should be. Who do you think paid for this trip? Certainly not our parents."
Zoe was surprised to hear that. She'd assumed, like most people would, that a luxury yacht charter for eight people represented the kind of casual expenditure that only came with serious family wealth. "What do you mean, 'certainly not'? Aren't your parents super wealthy? You had like three housekeepers growing up."
The comment was perhaps intrusive, but Stormy had opened the door to this conversation. And honestly, Zoe was curious. The Clarke family she remembered from high school had been the epitome of old money privilege—the kind of people who owned multiple properties with big driveways lined with expensive cars. They'd seemed untouchable in their financial security, insulated from the kind of money worries that kept Zoe's own family awake at night.
"Not so much anymore." Stormy's laugh was bitter. "Dad's struggling to keep his company afloat. I wanted to help him—I had some ideas about restructuring and finding new revenue streams—but he refused to take my advice on anything. So I've decided it's not my problem."
Zoe glanced at her, taking her eyes off the nearby harbor for a beat.
"He used to pay for Vanessa's lifestyle," Stormy continued. "I haven't asked him for anything in years, but Vanessa doesn't work. She's never had to. She went to college for art history, then spent a few years 'finding herself' in Europe, then came back and basically became a professional socialite."
Zoe could picture it—the kind of aimless existence that was only possible with unlimited financial support. Gallery openings, charity luncheons, shopping trips that served as social events rather than actual necessity.
"Anyway, he cut up her credit cards last year, and for some reason she seems to think the only way to maintain her social standing is to marry a rich guy she doesn't love."
The final piece of the puzzle clicked into place for Zoe. Vanessa's upcoming wedding wasn't a love story—it was a financial strategy. The bride's increasingly erratic behavior, the desperate need for perfect photographs, the entitled demands for luxury service—all of it suddenly made a little more sense. Vanessa wasn't just celebrating; she was performing. Creating evidence of a lifestyle she was terrified of losing.
Zoe wanted to ask more questions—about the family business, about how long they'd been struggling—but Nassau Harbor was coming into view ahead of them, and she needed to focus on navigating the traffic.
She slowed down and scanned the marina docks until she spotted a woman standing near the fuel station with a professional rolling case that screamed hair stylist.
"I bet that's her," Zoe said, pointing toward the figure. It wasn't the first time she'd had to pick up a makeup or hair stylist, and it wouldn't be the last. "She's early. Sorry, no time for a gum stop."
"That's okay. This has been nice. Thank you." Their eyes met, and Stormy held Zoe's gaze with an intensity that made Zoe's stomach flutter unexpectedly. It reminded her of those afternoon conversations when she'd first started falling for the untouchable princess of Harbor View High.
Heat rose to Zoe's cheeks and she quickly refocused on the approaching dock, cutting the engine and letting their momentum carry them to a stop against the rubber fenders.
"Ms. Rodriguez?" she called to the woman with the case.
"Yes, that's me." The stylist approached, her professional smile suggesting she was prepared for whatever drama awaited her aboard the yacht. "You're from the Maiden Voyage?"
"That's right. I'm Zoe, the first mate." Zoe took the case, then held out her hand to help Ms. Rodriguez in. "This is Stormy Clarke," she explained. "Sister of the bride. She just came along for the ride."
"Ah, the infamous hair emergency," Ms. Rodriguez said. "Don't worry, there's nothing that can't be fixed. I have over forty different shades of hair with me."
"Thank God," Stormy muttered. "Maybe my sister will finally stop acting like the world is ending."
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Z oe knelt beside the Jacuzzi controls, checking the pH balance readings on the digital display while Vanessa made demands about her hair transformation across the sundeck. Ms. Rodriguez was patient, clearly used to dealing with demanding clients while the bride sat in a chair with her feet up on a stool, champagne flute in one hand, phone clutched in the other.
The water chemistry was good—chlorine levels optimal, filtration system running smoothly, temperature holding steady at the requested hundred and two degrees. But Zoe took longer than necessary with the routine maintenance, staying within earshot of the conversation happening just a few feet away.
"Stan still hasn't called me back," Vanessa muttered, her thumb scrolling through her phone with increasingly agitated swipes. "I left him like six messages yesterday and nothing. Radio silence. What kind of fiancé doesn't return his bride's calls?"
"It's still early in Key West," Stormy offered from her lounger where she'd been reading a paperback novel, though Zoe noticed she hadn't turned a page in the last ten minutes. "Maybe he's still in bed."
Vanessa sighed dramatically. "Yeah, I suppose so. He's not exactly a morning person."
Normally, guest conversations filtered through Zoe's consciousness like white noise—she'd learned early in her charter career to tune out the endless stream of relationship drama, family gossip, and social politics that seemed to dominate wealthy people's discussions. Privacy was part of professional service; she heard everything and listened to nothing.
But Stormy's proximity seemed to sharpen her senses, heightening her awareness of every word spoken in her vicinity. It was unsettling, this involuntary focus that made her feel like she was eavesdropping even while performing legitimate maintenance duties.
Hayley materialized beside the styling station with her own champagne flute, having apparently decided that watching Vanessa's hair appointment constituted worthy entertainment. "He's such a great guy though," she gushed, settling into a chair beside the bride. "Just the fact that he arranged this whole trip for you—it's so romantic! So sweet. I bet you can't wait to get married."
Something flickered across Vanessa's face—too quick for Zoe to interpret, but Stormy clearly caught it too. She glanced up from her book, her green eyes moving between her sister and Hayley.
"Yeah. The wedding's going to be perfect," Vanessa replied. "Everything's planned down to the last detail. Nothing can go wrong now."
Zoe finished her check and straightened up, brushing imaginary lint from her uniform shirt. "The Jacuzzi's ready for use, ladies," she announced to the group.
A cheer went up from the bridesmaids who'd been lounging nearby, waiting for permission to claim their spots in the bubbling water. Emma was the first to move, sliding off her lounger and stepping into the heated jets.
"Oh my God, this feels incredible," she groaned, sinking down until the water reached her shoulders. "I think I'm going to live in here for the rest of the trip."
Sarah followed suit, the sundeck filling with the sounds of splashing water and contented sighs. Zoe gathered her test kit, preparing to retreat back to the crew mess where she could escape the increasingly intense social dynamics playing out around the Jacuzzi.
That's when Stormy stood up from her lounger.
The movement caught Zoe's attention peripherally, but it was what happened next that made her freeze in place. Stormy reached for the ties of the satin robe she'd been wearing, letting the fabric slide off her shoulders to reveal the turquoise bikini underneath.
It wasn't so much the bikini, but the way Stormy moved as she walked toward the Jacuzzi that made Zoe's mouth go dry. There was a deliberate quality to her steps, a subtle sway to her hips that seemed calculated to draw attention.
More unsettling still was the way Stormy's eyes found Zoe's and held them, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth as she approached. It was a look that said I know you're watching, and I want you to watch.
Zoe's heart rate spiked, recognition flooding through her. She'd seen that expression before, fifteen years ago, though she hadn't understood what it meant at the time. The way Stormy used to look at her during their after-school conversations, the subtle flirtation that had made Zoe feel special and chosen and desperately hopeful.
"Thank you, Zoe," Stormy said softly as she brushed past, squeezing her hand for a split second. The words were innocent enough, but the way she delivered them—with that same intimate tone she'd used as a teenager—made them feel loaded with subtext.
Alarm bells started ringing in Zoe's head as Stormy stepped into the Jacuzzi, settling into the churning water. This felt exactly like history repeating itself, like some cosmic joke designed to test whether she'd learned anything from her teenage humiliation. Any minute now, Stormy would announce to her sister and the other bridesmaids that "the first mate has a thing for me," and they'd all dissolve into the same cruel laughter that had echoed through Harbor View High's hallways.
"You're welcome," Zoe mumbled. She needed to get away from this scene before she did something stupid, before she let herself fall back into the same patterns that had destroyed her once before.
She rushed down to the galley where Lindsay stood at the main prep station, her chef's whites showing the battle scars of what had clearly been another challenging breakfast service. The two housekeeping girls—Elsa and Netty—rushed past Zoe carrying plates laden with smoked salmon, avocado, poached eggs and hollandaise sauce, garnished with micro herbs and lemon.
"Breakfast service is officially over!" Lindsay called after them. "I need an hour to clean up before lunch prep starts, so don't come back and bug me for special requests!"
She turned to Zoe, her expression softening slightly. "They're literally killing me," she said, managing a tired smile.
"You've been pulling off miracles," Zoe replied. "I don't know how you do it."
Lindsay shrugged. "We do what we can. That's the job, right?" She paused to wipe down the surface. "Some charters are easier than others, but everyone's got to eat."
Her phone buzzed from somewhere in her chef coat pocket, and Zoe noticed the way Lindsay's entire demeanor shifted as she pulled it out. The exhaustion melted away, replaced by something that looked suspiciously like excitement as she read whatever message had just arrived. Her fingers moved quickly across the screen, typing a response before she slipped it back into her pocket.
"Who was that?" Zoe asked with a teasing grin as she settled into the booth. "Look at you—you're literally smiling in the middle of a nightmare charter."
"Nothing," Lindsay muttered, but her attempt at casual dismissal was undermined by the pink flush creeping up her neck. "It's no one."
She turned away to survey the galley, taking in the scattered prep bowls, dirty cutting boards, and general chaos that came with trying to serve eight demanding guests simultaneously. "Fuck," she sighed, running a hand through her disheveled hair. "You need breakfast, don't you? I completely forgot—the others have already eaten."
Zoe was about to protest that she was fine, that she had protein bars stashed in her quarters that would hold her over until lunch, when Elsa reappeared in the galley doorway. She carried one of the plates she'd just taken upstairs.
"Ms. Clarke has changed her mind," she said wearily. "She prefers scrambled eggs instead."
Lindsay's eye twitched—the only outward sign of her mounting frustration with Vanessa's demands. Without missing a beat, she pointed toward Zoe. "Give it to her."
She rubbed her temples with both hands, took a deep breath, then moved toward the stove. "Give me five minutes," she told Elsa, already cracking fresh eggs into a heated pan.
Zoe was grateful for her premium breakfast, her stomach suddenly reminding her that she'd been running on coffee and adrenaline since dawn. "Thanks, Lindsay," she said around her first bite. "Vanessa's loss is definitely my gain."
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B y early afternoon, the Maiden Voyage had found anchorage in the protected waters between Compass Cay and Pipe Cay, sheltered from the prevailing winds but close enough to the famous iguana beaches that they could offer excursions to guests who wanted more than just lounging on deck.
Captain Jordan had chosen the location strategically—far enough from the main tourist routes but with easy access to the attractions that charter guests typically requested. The swimming pigs at Big Major Cay were less than thirty minutes away by tender, and the iguana colony at Bitter Guana Cay offered excellent wildlife viewing opportunities for those interested in encounters that didn't involve hair-stealing birds.
Zoe went up to the aft deck where Vanessa sat like a queen receiving court, her newly restored hair catching the Caribbean sunshine in waves of glossy perfection. Ms. Rodriguez had worked miracles, seamlessly blending the replacement extensions with Vanessa's natural hair until the frigate bird incident was nothing but a bad memory.
"I look absolutely gorgeous," Vanessa said to no one in particular, running her fingers through the restored tresses with obvious satisfaction. "Better than I looked before that monster attacked me, honestly. That stylist was a genius."
The three-hour repair job had been worth every penny of what was undoubtedly a substantial emergency call-out fee. Vanessa's relief was palpable, and Zoe's stress levels had dropped considerably once she'd successfully delivered her back to Nassau.
"Is anyone up for an excursion today?" she called out to the group.
"Nah. I don't want to go anywhere near the water today," Vanessa announced, settling deeper into her padded lounger. "This hair is perfection, and I'm not taking any chances with humidity or salt spray or any other environmental hazards that might mess it up."
Her pronouncement was met with immediate agreement from her entourage. Hayley nodded emphatically, already repositioning her own lounger to maximize her tanning angle. "Same. I just want to drink rosé and work on my tan. This is paradise—why would we want to leave?"
Emma and Sarah murmured similar sentiments, their enthusiasm for exploration apparently exhausted by yesterday's beach adventure. The group seemed content to spend the afternoon as living Instagram content, posing against the yacht's luxury amenities while consuming Dani's endless stream of tropical cocktails and Lindsay's gourmet snacks.
Zoe felt relieved because dealing with eight intoxicated women in open water would have been a logistical challenge. But she felt disappointment too, because the swimming pig excursion was genuinely spectacular—one of her favorite activities to share with guests who appreciated the natural wonders of the Exumas.
The feral pigs at Big Major Cay were an extraordinary sight. They swam out to visiting boats, splashing through shallows in hopes of food handouts that were, of course, a no-go. The beach itself was gorgeous: white sand backed by lush vegetation, and watching the pigs paddle through the shallows was surreal enough to make even the most jaded travelers laugh with delight.
"Actually," a familiar voice said from behind her, "I'd love to go."
Stormy approached. "You mentioned swimming pigs yesterday. That sounds fun."
Zoe suppressed a groan. Just her luck. Stormy was the one guest actually interested in the activity. And fate would conspire to put them alone together in a tender once again, leaving her vulnerable and questioning everything Stormy said or did.
"Great. The excursion is about three hours," she said, forcing on a smile. "We'll take the tender to Big Major Cay, spend some time with the swimming pigs, then explore the beach if you're interested."
"Perfect!" Stormy clapped her hands together and jumped on the spot. "That's exactly what I need—something active instead of just sitting around drinking."
Dani appeared from the salon with a fresh bottle of rosé, caught the tail end of their conversation. "Oh, the swimming pigs!" she exclaimed. "It's absolutely wonderful. The pigs are so cute, and the beach is stunning." She set down the bottle and turned to Stormy with the kind of enthusiastic sales pitch that came naturally after years in the hospitality industry. "You'll love it, and you can get incredible photos."
"Swimming pigs sound dirty," Hayley said with obvious distaste. "Like, farm animal contaminated water? That's gross."
"Yeah, no thanks," added Sarah with a dramatic shiver. "I don't want pig germs all over me."
Vanessa didn't even dignify the suggestion with a response, too absorbed in taking selfies with her restored hair to acknowledge that anyone had spoken.
"Guess it's just you and me then," Stormy said with a shrug that suggested she was perfectly happy with that outcome. She was giving Zoe that look again, and Zoe's pulse quickened despite every rational thought screaming at her to keep her distance. Was she seriously crushing on a woman who had once crushed her heart? Was she really that stupid?
"I just need a few minutes to get the supplies ready," she said, clearing her throat. "If you want to grab sunscreen and a hat, I'll get the water and snacks. We can leave in about fifteen minutes."
"Yay! I'll go grab my things." Stormy was already heading toward the stairs that led to the guest accommodations. "I'm so excited!"
As soon as she'd disappeared, Dani stepped closer to Zoe with a stricken expression.
"Shit," she whispered, glancing around to make sure the lounging bridesmaids were out of earshot. "Sorry. I completely forgot you two had bad history; Rei told me. I should have discouraged her instead of making it sound like the best excursion on earth."
"It's okay," Zoe said with more confidence than she felt. "It's fine. She apologized yesterday, even though she didn't have to. It's my job and all that."
"Okay, that's good." Dani still looked uncertain. "At least you'll get some quiet time away from..." She gestured toward the collection of lounging bridesmaids. "This chaos."
A shrill voice cut through their conversation. "Dani! DANI! Where's the ice? These drinks are getting warm again!"
Dani's shoulders sagged as she glanced toward Vanessa, who was holding up her glass with obvious impatience. "Right," she muttered, "I'd better get back to them. I sent Elsa on a long break because she threatened to jump overboard and swim back to shore."
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T  he conversation flowed unexpectedly well as Zoe and Stormy approached Big Major Cay. They'd talked about safe topics during the thirty-minute ride. They'd gossiped about the charter guests, the view, and the local wildlife while admiring the scattered islands that dotted the horizon like emeralds on blue silk.
Zoe stole glances at Stormy while she navigated through the shallow channels marked by coral heads. Stormy wore a simple white cover-up over her turquoise bikini, and her hair was blowing around her in the breeze. Oversized sunglasses hid her eyes, but when she smiled—which she'd been doing frequently during their conversation—Zoe caught glimpses of the girl she'd once known.
The coastline of Big Major Cay stretched ahead of them, a pristine crescent of white sand backed by dense mangroves and sea grape trees. Three other boats were anchored in the shallow bay—two day charter catamarans and a smaller private yacht, their passengers scattered across the beach and wading in the shallows with cameras raised.
"God, this place is incredible," Stormy breathed, lowering her sunglasses to get a better view. "The others are really missing out."
"I love it here," Zoe said, cutting the engine as they approached the designated anchoring area. The beach ahead was empty except for a few gulls strutting along the waterline. "It never gets old."
As if on cue, splashing sounds erupted from the mangroves to their left. A large sow emerged from the vegetation, followed by two smaller pigs, all of them moving easily through the knee-deep water toward their tender.
"Look!" Stormy laughed, pointing at the approaching animals. "They're actually swimming! I thought you were exaggerating."
Zoe anchored the tender in the sandy bottom and watched as the pigs paddled closer, their snouts held above the water, eyes fixed on their boat. "They've learned that boats usually mean food. It's strictly forbidden to feed them, but some people ignore the rules, so they've come to expect it."
The largest pig reached the tender first, a hefty female who immediately began investigating the side of the boat with her snout, clearly searching for handouts. There was something endearing about her hopeful expression.
"Sorry, sweetie. There's nothing here." Zoe jutted out her bottom lip while she stroked the pig's head.
"They're cute," Stormy said, leaning over the side to stroke one of the smaller ones. "And so tame."
Zoe smiled as she watched Stormy interact with the pigs. "You know, you haven't changed that much."
Stormy turned to her with raised eyebrows. "Really? Neither have you."
The statement made Zoe laugh out loud. "Come on," she said, gesturing at herself with obvious disbelief. "I was the weird nerdy kid with the braces and secondhand clothes. I think I've changed quite a bit."
"Maybe on the surface. But you still have the same smile, the same positive energy. Back then you were always positive, even when life wasn't easy for you and your family. You're strong, and I admire that."
Zoe felt heat rise to her cheeks and turned her attention back to the pigs.
"You're strong too, Stormy. Stronger than you think," she said finally, glancing back toward the direction of the yacht and chuckling. "For one, you've been dealing with that bunch for over two days." She shook her head, immediately regretting the comment. "I'm sorry, that was out of line."
"No, you're not wrong." Stormy let out a bitter laugh. "Vanessa and her friends are entitled brats." She hesitated, then added quietly, "Like I used to be."
Zoe shrugged. "I won't argue with that. You were pretty entitled. But you were also kind and smart. Well, kind until..." She stopped herself. "Sorry. I won't mention it again."
"No." Stormy turned to face her fully. "I want to talk about it. I want to talk about it until there's nothing more to say." She sighed and shook her head. "I’ll tell you something…. With every short-lived relationship I've had, with every date I've been on, I've thought of you. You’ve been haunting me, Zoe.”
“I don’t believe that…”
“It’s true. And I messed it up every single time because I felt like I didn't deserve love. I'd betrayed myself, but worse, I'd betrayed a good person and a good friend."
Zoe stared at her, processing the raw honesty in Stormy's voice. "Please don't say that. Everyone deserves love."
“That’s what my string of therapists told me.” The small smile Stormy gave her couldn't hide the pain underneath. "So what about you?" she asked. "You said you're single. Has there ever been anyone special in your life? Long term?"
Zoe shook her head. "No, nothing that lasted longer than three months. That's about the point where women get sick of me being away all the time. I'm only home two full days a week in season, so it's hard to really get to know someone and build something substantial."
Stormy looked at her with an expression that was difficult to read. "I'd take two days a week anytime if someone was as amazing as you." She bit her lip and raised her hand. "Sorry, I didn't mean to... I..." she stammered. "I mean, I really think you're amazing and I'm just surprised you're single. You must get charter guests swooning over you from time to time."
The familiar flutter in Zoe's stomach caught her off guard—that same restless sensation she'd felt as a teenager whenever Stormy looked at her with those intense green eyes. Not much had changed, and yet everything had changed. They were both adults now, both carrying the weight of fifteen years of separate experiences, but something fundamental remained constant in the space between them.
"I've had guests flirt with me over the years," she admitted as she watched the smallest pig attempt to heave itself up over the tender's low side. "But crew aren't allowed to get personal with charter guests. And even if we were..." She chuckled as she helped guide the adventurous pig back into the water. "Charter guests and crew aren't exactly from the same worlds."
The other small pig had grown bored with their lack of food offerings and was now swimming back to the beach.
"I love my world," she continued, meaning it completely. "I wouldn't change it. But dating a millionaire would never work out long-term. I'm used to paying my own way, and I'd like to keep it like that."
"I'm not a millionaire," Stormy said quietly, scratching behind the ears of the large sow who had positioned herself hopefully between them. "I'm just a simple accountant." She laughed and shook her head. "Admittedly, Vanessa's friends wealthy. Not exactly self-made, though. They all 'married well,' as our parents call it."
The sow had enough of being petted and dove underwater, her bulk disappearing beneath the surface before emerging several yards away, snorting water from her nostrils.
"You should be proud of yourself for being independent in a world where it’s not encouraged," Zoe said. "But who knows? The circles you run in... there must be some eligible single gay women around? You might meet the one who even gets your parents’ approval."
"Yeah, right." Stormy snorted. "I stopped seeking my parents' approval a long time ago. Life is much better that way. I think they even know I'm gay; I tried to bring it up years ago, but they cut me off and changed the subject."
"I'm sorry," Zoe said. "That can't be easy."
"Honestly? I don't really care." Stormy's eyes lowered to Zoe's lips for a beat, then moved back up to meet her gaze. "I just wish they would have raised me to be more open-minded back then. You were my first love, and I never even got to kiss you. I ruined it because I thought there was something wrong with me. With us."
The conversation was steering into dangerous territory, and Zoe wasn't sure which impulse was stronger—the urge to flee or the urge to lean closer. She sensed Stormy wanted to kiss her, and God, she wanted to kiss her too. But this was Stormy. Not only a guest, but someone who had quite frankly shattered her heart into a million pieces and danced on the remains for years after. It hadn't been a momentary glitch of stupidity, but long-term systematic bullying. She could forgive, but she couldn't forget, and she hated herself for still feeling drawn to her.
"That was then and this is now," she finally said, then realized how that sounded. "I mean, you're open-minded now. You're your own person. You make your own decisions. Please don't dwell on the past. I don't."
Stormy let out a long sigh, then nodded. "I just want to make it right, even though I can't undo the past. We both live in Key West... Maybe when we're back I could take you out for dinner? We could just hang out now and then? I want to prove to you that I'm not a bad person, and I'd like to be friends again. Even though I don't deserve it, I was hoping you’d give me a chance to start over?"
Zoe hesitated, instinctively studying Stormy's face for any sign of manipulation. But all she saw was genuine hope and uncertainty, the kind of vulnerability that was difficult to fake.
Finally, she nodded slowly. "Sure, let's meet up when we're back," she said, the words escaping her despite her better judgment. Maybe they could be friends again, although she suspected Stormy had ulterior motives that went beyond simple friendship. The way Stormy had looked at her lips, the charged tension between them—it felt like much more than just a desire to make amends.
The sow had returned and was now investigating the tender's hull with renewed interest, as if convinced they must be hiding food somewhere. Her persistent snuffling broke the moment, and Zoe was grateful for the distraction.
"Want to get in the water?" she asked. "We could wade to the beach, maybe explore a bit?"
"Absolutely," Stormy replied, already reaching for the hem of her cover-up. "I'd love to swim with them."
She pulled off the white fabric, revealing her bikini underneath, and Zoe swallowed hard. This was exactly the kind of situation she needed to avoid—being alone with Stormy in an intimate setting, letting old feelings resurface despite everything that had happened between them.
But as Stormy slipped over the side of the tender with a delighted gasp, Zoe smiled at her genuine enthusiasm. Maybe friendship was possible. Maybe they could find a way to move forward without repeating the mistakes of the past.
She just hoped she was strong enough to keep her guard up long enough to find out.
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Z oe dove off the tender and the sow immediately paddled over to investigate her, snorting and nudging at her legs. Up close, the pig was even more endearing—her intelligent dark eyes assessing Zoe.
"Oh my God, she's right here!" Stormy exclaimed, reaching out to stroke the pig's bristly back. The sow tolerated the attention with the patience of a creature accustomed to tourist affection, though her eyes remained fixed on Zoe's hands, clearly still hoping for treats.
Four smaller pigs approached from the beach, creating tiny wakes as they swam, ears perked forward with curiosity. One was clearly younger, perhaps six months old, and significantly braver than its companions. It swam directly up to Stormy and began investigating her bikini.
Zoe laughed, watching the piglet nose at the strings of Stormy's top. "They're just checking for snacks. Some tourists hide fruit in their swimwear."
The piglet's investigation became increasingly bold, and Stormy dissolved into giggles. "Okay, okay, there's nothing here, I promise!" she told the pig. "Wait, Zoe! Can you take some pictures? This is too perfect not to capture." She reached for her phone, which she'd secured in a waterproof case clipped to her bikini top, and handed it to Zoe. "Get some shots of me with them?"
Zoe took the phone, happy for an excuse to look at Stormy openly through the camera lens. Behind the safety of the viewfinder, she could watch Stormy without feeling like she was staring—the way her eyes crinkled when she laughed, the genuine delight in her expression as the piglet nuzzled against her shoulder.
"That's beautiful," Zoe murmured, snapping several shots as Stormy posed naturally with the curious pigs. The camera captured Stormy's dark hair wet and tousled, the clear water creating a stunning backdrop, the piglet's snout investigating her ear with single-minded determination.
"Get one of this little guy too!" Stormy giggled as the youngest pig attempted to climb onto her back, his tiny hooves scrabbling for purchase against her wet skin.
Zoe clicked rapidly, capturing the sequence as Stormy carefully supported the adventurous piglet, her face radiant with laughter.
"These are amazing," Zoe said, continuing to photograph as more pigs joined their impromptu photo session. She took far more pictures than necessary, using the camera as an excuse. When the largest pig decided to demonstrate her diving skills, Zoe switched to video mode, capturing the spectacular splash and Stormy's delighted reaction.
Finally, reluctantly, she handed the phone back. "You're going to have some incredible memories."
Stormy took the phone and laughed again when the piglet pressed its nose against her cheek. "Thank you."
They began wading toward shore, the pigs following like an aquatic parade. The water was bath-warm and clear around their legs, so clear Zoe could see every detail of the sandy bottom peppered with shells and coral fragments.
"Okay, I have to ask," Stormy said, glancing back at their entourage of swimming pigs. "How on earth do pigs end up living on a tropical island? This seems like the most random thing ever."
"The original story is that they were left here by sailors decades ago," Zoe said. "But honestly, no one knows for sure how they ended up here. They've adapted completely to beach life. There's a fresh water source on the island, and they live off the fruit and vegetables that grow here."
"I love animals," Stormy said. "I've always wanted a dog, but it's not practical because I'm at work all day, so instead I look after my friends' dogs when they go on vacation." Stormy's expression grew wistful. "When I was little, we had this golden retriever named Biscuit. He was my best friend until..." She trailed off, her smile fading.
"Until he died?" Zoe asked.
"No. Until my parents decided he was too much trouble and gave him away without telling me." The bitterness in Stormy's voice was unmistakable. "I came home from school one day and he was just gone. They said it was for the best, that he was making too much mess."
Zoe felt a stab of sympathy for Stormy. It painted a different picture of the Clarke family dynamics—not just privileged, but cold in ways that money couldn't fix.
"That's awful."
"Yeah, well." Stormy shrugged, but Zoe could see the old hurt lingering in her eyes. "He went to a good family."
The conversation was interrupted by enthusiastic splashing as one of the younger pigs discovered the joy of belly flopping into shallow water. Its technique was spectacularly ungainly, creating enormous splashes that soaked both women and sent the other pigs scattering in alarm.
"He's showing off!" Stormy chuckled as she wiped salt water from her eyes. "Look at him go!"
The piglet seemed to realize he had an audience and repeated the performance, this time with even more dramatic flair.
They spent another twenty minutes playing with the pigs in the shallows, petting them and discussing their individual personalities.
At the far end of the beach was a weathered wooden platform elevated on stilts, with a thatched roof and a rustic bar setup. Zoe had taken guests there on a few occasions. "If you need a break from the sun, we can go up there," she suggested. "It's nothing fancy, but they serve cold beer and conch fritters."
"Yeah, let's go," Stormy said, following her gaze. "I could kill for a cold beer. Champagne isn't really my thing, but Vanessa was very clear that she didn't want any beer bottles in her pictures."
"That bad, huh?"
Stormy rolled her eyes. "You have no idea. Do you really think I enjoy prancing around in pink? I had to go shopping for this trip, and let me tell you, it was hell. I hate shopping too, by the way. You should know this about me."
Zoe laughed. "You couldn't be more different from your sister. But for what it's worth, I think you look great in pink."
The sand was powder-fine beneath their feet as they made their way across the beach, leaving a trail of footprints that the next tide would erase. Palm trees swayed in the breeze, their fronds creating shifting patterns of shadow and sunlight.
A man Zoe recognized emerged from behind the bar as they climbed the wooden steps—elderly, with skin weathered by decades of Caribbean sun. He wore a faded tank top and board shorts, his gray hair pulled back in a ponytail.
"Welcome to Paradise Found!" he called out in accented English, then turned to Zoe. "Hey! You've been here before."
"Hey, Winston. That's right." Zoe settled onto one of the mismatched stools along a bar facing the ocean. "It's Zoe. I work on the Maiden Voyage." She pointed to the yacht in the distance.
"Zoe. Yes, of course." Winston pulled out another stool for Stormy. "What can I get you, ladies?" He gestured to a hand-written menu board behind the bar with delightfully straightforward offerings—Kalik beer, rum punch, conch fritters, and something called "Winston's Special Fish Sandwich."
"Two Kaliks and a portion of conch fritters, please," Stormy said before Zoe could respond. "And this is on me," she added, meeting Zoe's eyes with an expression that brooked no argument.
"Okay, but a light beer for me," Zoe chipped in, shooting Stormy a wink. "I'm working."
Winston popped the caps off two ice-cold bottles and set them on the scarred wooden surface. The beer was exactly what Zoe needed—crisp and light, with condensation already beading on the glass in the humid air.
She sipped and watched the pigs' aquatic performance on the shore below, feeling more relaxed than she had since the charter began. There was something healing about this place—the simplicity, the genuine hospitality, the complete absence of drama or demands. For the first time in days, she wasn't worried about guest complaints or charter protocols or the complex emotional minefield of her relationship with Stormy. Here, they were equals.
"I'm having the best time," Stormy said quietly, echoing Zoe's thoughts. "Thank you for bringing me here."
"Hey, it's all part of the experience. Sometimes I forget to actually enjoy the places we visit. It becomes all about logistics and safety and keeping everyone happy. It's so much easier with just the two of us."
Stormy turned on her stool to face her more fully, her green eyes serious. "You work really hard. Harder than anyone should have to. When do you get time for yourself?"
"I get time off between charters. Usually a day or two, sometimes three, depending on the schedule. And I love what I do," she continued, taking another sip of her beer. "I'm working toward getting my captain's license. Captain Jordan is already letting me take command for some maneuvers. If everything goes well, I could have my own yacht to captain within a couple of years."
Stormy's face lit up with admiration. "Zoe, that's incredible! A captain?" She shook her head in amazement. "I can absolutely see you doing that. You're so confident and competent—I've been watching you work these past few days. Everyone respects you."
"Thanks," Zoe said, feeling het face flushs at the praise. "It's been my goal since I started in this industry."
"I'm so jealous." Stormy gave her a wistful smile. "You have this clear vision of what you want and you're going after it. I have no idea what I want to do with my life. I mean, I'm thirty-two and I still feel like I'm... I don't know... Looking for something, I suppose." She looked out over the beach, tracing patterns in the condensation on her beer bottle.
"There must be something you're passionate about," Zoe said. "Everyone wants something at one point in their lives."
Stormy shot her a shy smile as she turned back to her and shrugged. "Sure," she said after a moment's hesitation. "There's something I want. But it's..." She inched closer, her knee touching Zoe's thigh. "It's complicated."
The way she was looking at Zoe left no doubt about what that one thing might be, and Zoe felt her pulse quicken. The contact sent jolts through Zoe's entire body. Stormy's leg against hers felt like a brand, warm and insistent, making it impossible to think about anything else. Her heart hammered against her ribs as she stared into those eyes. The rational part of her mind screamed warnings, but they were drowned out by a million what-ifs.
Before Zoe could stop herself, before she could think or rationalize or remember all the reasons this was a terrible idea, she leaned forward, cupped Stormy's cheek, and kissed her softly on the lips. Stormy didn’t pull away, and for a moment that felt suspended in time, everything else disappeared—the sounds of the beach below, Winston moving around behind the bar, the other patrons, the weight of their complicated history. There was only the warmth of Stormy's lips against hers and the dizzying realization that she was finally doing what she'd dreamed about doing so many years ago.
Stormy smiled against her lips, her hand coming up to tangle in Zoe’s hair. The gesture was so gentle, so full of longing, that Zoe melted into it, abandoning all reason.
But then reality crashed back like a cold wave and Zoe jerked backward, her eyes wide with panic. "I'm so sorry," she stammered. "I shouldn't have done that. I can't—" She shook her head, staring at Stormy's mouth. "I can't." She noticed her trembling hand as she glanced at her watch. "We should head back."
"Should we?" Stormy asked. "We have plenty of time, right? Another hour at least before they expect us back."
Zoe opened her mouth but no words came. She couldn't think, couldn't process what had just happened, couldn't figure out how to navigate the minefield she'd just stepped into. Even if she could have formed a coherent thought, she wasn't sure she'd remember how to speak.
"Why don't we take our beers and go for a walk?" Stormy suggested, her eyes never leaving Zoe's face. "Please. Just you and me."
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T  hey were walking in silence toward the far end of the beach, away from the swimming pigs and the scattered tourists. Zoe felt hyperaware of everything—the way her feet sank into the sand, the sound of the waves, the whisper of palm fronds moving overhead. But most of all, she was aware of Stormy beside her, matching her pace, close enough that their arms occasionally brushed as they walked.
When Stormy's fingers tentatively grazed hers, Zoe should have pulled away. Should have created distance, but instead, she let their fingers intertwine.
The contact made her limbs go weak, but it was more than just physical attraction. There was something achingly familiar about the way Stormy's hand fit against hers. As if fifteen years of separation had been erased in an instant, leaving only the echo of what might have been if two scared teenagers had been braver, if the world had been kinder, if fear hadn't poisoned something that could have been beautiful.
They walked without speaking, but the silence wasn't empty. Every small squeeze of Stormy's hand carried weight—reassurance, question, promise, apology. The tentative pressure of her thumb tracing across Zoe’s knuckles asked is this real? and the way Zoe squeezed back answered I don't know, but I don't want it to stop.
The beach curved ahead of them, following the natural line of the small cay. As they rounded a bend marked by a cluster of sea grape trees, the sounds of other tourists faded completely. Here, the beach narrowed to an intimate crescent of white sand bordered by low mangroves on one side and a small rocky outcropping on the other.
"Can we sit and talk for a while?" Stormy asked softly, the first words either of them had spoken since leaving the bar.
Zoe gestured to a smooth boulder that jutted into the shallows. The rock was warm from the sun, and as they sat and dangled their feet in the water, she set her beer aside and watched the play of light on the water's surface.
She could feel Stormy studying her profile, could sense the weight of unspoken questions and confessions hovering between them. Part of her wanted to fill the silence with explanations—to analyze what had just happened, to establish rules and boundaries, to somehow make sense of the senseless pull she felt toward this woman who had once been her greatest source of pain.
But before she could find words, Stormy's fingers touched her chin, turning her face until their eyes met. In those green depths, Zoe saw fifteen years of regret and longing, the ghost of the girl who had been too afraid to accept herself, let alone anyone else. But she also saw the woman Stormy had become—someone who had found the courage to live authentically.
"I was hoping we'd get some time alone," Stormy whispered, stroking Zoe's jawline. "I've wanted to kiss you all day. And I want to kiss you again."
Zoe's breath caught in her throat, and when Stormy leaned closer, her intentions clear, Zoe found she had no fight left in her.
This time, Stormy was the one who initiated it. Her lips found Zoe's with a certainty that had been missing from their first kiss. There was no hesitation now, no shock or panic—just the sweet inevitability of something that had been waiting to happen.
Zoe moaned quietly into the kiss, her hand coming up to tangle in Stormy's damp hair. The taste of beer and salt water mingled between them, and she marvelled at the warmth of Stormy's mouth against hers, the pressure of fingers threading through her hair, the dizzying realization that this was actually happening.
Drifting somewhere outside time and space, Stormy's lips moved against hers with a hunger that their years of separation had only intensified. Her thoughts scattered like startled fish—fragments of disbelief mixing with desire, rational warnings drowning beneath waves of sensation. This was Stormy Clarke kissing her with the desperate urgency of someone making up for lost time, and Zoe's defenses crumbled. It was a kiss of redemption and recklessness, of all the words they'd never said, and all the chances they'd never taken.
Zoe pulled back reluctantly and rested her forehead against Stormy's. The contact grounded her, made the moment feel real.
"We can't do this," she whispered, though she made no move to create distance between them.
"Why not?" Stormy whispered. "We'll behave when we're back on the yacht. It's no one's business, and maybe..." She smiled. "Maybe we can continue this after the charter ends?"
Zoe was about to answer but her thoughts were tangled once again. She cataloged every reason this was dangerous—professional boundaries, their history, the inevitable complications. But sitting here with Stormy's eyes reflecting the Caribbean sky, those reasons felt too distant to use as an excuse.
Stormy's thumb was stroking her cheek, and the touch made coherent thought nearly impossible. She had no choice and threw caution to the wind.
"Okay," she said quietly. "When we're back in Key West." She paused, studying Stormy's face. "But until then, we maintain professional distance. Complete professional distance."
"I can do that," Stormy whispered.
Yes, Zoe thought with a bitter edge she didn't voice, Stormy could certainly do that. She'd had plenty of practice pretending they barely knew each other when it mattered, when her reputation was on the line. The memory surfaced unbidden—Stormy walking past her in the hallways as if she were invisible, her laughter careless while Zoe sat alone at lunch.
People change, she reminded herself, watching a hermit crab scuttle near their feet. Stormy had changed. She had to believe that, because the alternative—that she was setting herself up for the same devastation all over again—was too terrifying to consider. Right now, sitting here with her defenses in ruins, she felt as vulnerable as she had at seventeen.
As if reading the doubt written across her face, Stormy took her hand. "I won't betray you again," she said. "I promise you that, Zoe. Never again."
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T  he sound hit them before they even reached the main deck—Vanessa's voice carrying across the water in sharp, emotional bursts punctuated by what sounded like hiccupping sobs. Zoe saw Stormy tense beside her as they approached the stern of the Maiden Voyage, their tender secured and their afternoon of stolen intimacy already feeling like a dream that reality was determined to shatter.
"Oh, God. What now?" Stormy groaned under her breath. "I swear Vanessa can't get through a single day without some kind of drama."
Zoe sighed, though part of her was grateful for the distraction. The return journey from Big Major Cay had been charged with unspoken tension, and the memory of Stormy's lips against hers still lingered dangerously close to the surface of her thoughts.
Vanessa sat in her usual position of prominence—the center lounger, positioned to catch both the afternoon sun and the attention of anyone within shouting distance. She was hunched forward, crying as she stared at her phone.
Hayley perched on the edge of Vanessa's lounger like a worried bird, one manicured hand rubbing circles on the bride's back. The other bridesmaids were sitting around them, talking over each other in high-pitched voices.
Zoe pretended to look for something while she positioned herself close enough to overhear.
"It's been almost twenty-four hours!" Vanessa wailed. "What kind of fiancé ignores his bride completely? He's cheating on me. I know he is!"
"Maybe his phone died?" Emma offered, though her tone suggested she didn't believe her own explanation.
"It's not his phone," Vanessa snapped, lifting her head to reveal mascara-streaked cheeks and red-rimmed eyes. "Someone sent me a picture of him at some party last night." She waved her phone in the air like incriminating evidence. "Look!"
The collective gasp from the bridesmaids was audible, and Zoe felt genuinely curious despite her professional detachment.
"Is it Stan? Show me," Stormy said, kneeling next to her sister.
Vanessa thrust her phone toward her. "Look at them!" she shrieked, pointing at the screen with a trembling finger. "Look how close they're standing! Look at the way he's smiling at her! And he's got his phone in his hand. It's right there!"
"Okay, he's an asshole for ignoring you and maybe you shouldn’t marry him..." Stormy studied the image, her brow furrowing as she tried to assess the situation. "But Vanessa, maybe that woman is just a friend. People take pictures at parties all the time—it doesn't necessarily mean anything."
The suggestion was met with a fresh wave of hysterical sobbing from Vanessa, who clutched at Hayley's arm.
"She's not just a friend! It's his ex! It's Rebecca—the one he dated for three years before me! He's been ignoring me for two days while partying with his ex-girlfriend!"
Dani appeared looking a little out of sorts with a pitcher of margaritas in her hand. She took in the scene, clearly decided now was not the time to top off their drinks, and gestured for Zoe to follow her inside.
"It's been drama most of the afternoon," she said once they were in the main salon. "You were lucky to have an escape. How was the excursion?"
"It was fine." Zoe hoped she sounded normal.
"Fine?" Dani studied her with a curious expression, tilting her head slightly as if trying to solve a puzzle. "You usually have a lot more to report than just 'fine.' And why do you have this goofy grin on your face?"
Zoe's cheeks burned red-hot, and she could feel the heat spreading down her neck. "I don't," she said quickly, and turned her attention to the scene outside. "I'm just... amused by all the drama, I suppose."
"Uh-huh." Dani wasn't convinced, and her raised eyebrow made that clear. "Amused by drama. Right."
Zoe simply shrugged, and Dani finally let it go.
"Well, I'll start setting up for dinner service on the deck soon." She glanced back toward the deck where Vanessa's sobs were still audible, then leaned closer to Zoe and lowered her voice. "Between you and me, this wedding might never happen from what I've heard today. She's been spiraling."
Zoe groaned softly. "Great. An upset bride means the remainder of this charter will be a nightmare. We'd better brace ourselves."
"Or if we’re lucky," Dani replied with a grin, "she might decide to head back earlier, wanting to catch him in the act or confront him face-to-face."
Zoe shook her head. "I doubt it. This trip is too important for her Instagram content to cut short. She'll suffer through it for the photos, then deal with the drama when we get back."
Dani nodded. "You're probably right. Nothing gets between Vanessa and her social media opportunities. Anyway, they won't be swimming today, so you can take a long break or sign off if you want."
"I actually have to go do some planning," Zoe said, grateful for the excuse to escape. "And it's best if you wait until I've checked the weather forecast again before you set up anything outdoors. We're expecting heavy winds and rain tonight."
Dani's expression shifted to concern. "Really? It's so calm now."
"Weather changes fast out here," Zoe replied. "We'll probably head closer to the mainland and anchor early to be on the safe side. I'm going up now to check with the captain. I'll let you know."
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"T  he barometric pressure is dropping faster than I'd like." Captain Jordan studied the weather display, her finger tracing the swirling mass of clouds moving across the radar screen. "This system's picked up speed since this afternoon. We're looking at thirty to forty knot winds with gusts up to fifty, possibly higher."
Zoe leaned over Jordan's shoulder to get a better view of the meteorological data. The satellite imagery showed a well-organized low pressure system tracking northwest across the Bahamas, its spiral arms reaching out like grasping fingers. What had been predicted as a minor disturbance that morning was now displaying the characteristics of something much more serious.
"ETA?" Zoe asked, though she could already guess the answer from the data.
"Three to four hours. Maybe less if it continues to accelerate." Jordan switched to the wind forecast model, revealing a palette of colors that shifted from green to yellow to angry red as the system approached their position. "We need to move."
"Yes, Captain." Zoe’s stomach tightened as she calculated their options. Their current anchorage between Compass Cay and Pipe Cay offered some protection from normal weather patterns, but it would be completely exposed to the northwest winds this system was packing. The shallow waters and scattered coral heads that made the area beautiful for charter guests would become a navigation nightmare in heavy weather, with confused seas and limited room to maneuver.
"Nassau?" she suggested, though even as she said it, she knew the harbor would be crowded with vessels seeking shelter. Every yacht, fishing boat, and day charter in the area would be heading for the same protected waters.
Jordan shook her head. "It'll be a zoo. Half the fleet will have the same idea."
Zoe pulled up the electronic chart, zooming in on their immediate area. "What about Shroud Cay? The Creek offers excellent all-weather protection."
Captain Jordan smiled. "That could work."
Zoe realized the captain had probably already reached the same conclusion—had likely been thinking Shroud Cay from the moment she'd seen the weather data. But she'd wanted to hear Zoe's assessment, wanted to see if her first mate could read the situation correctly and propose appropriate solutions. It was a test, and Zoe had just passed it.
She studied the chart, calculating distances and timing. Shroud Cay was only about twelve nautical miles south of their current position—well within their safety margin. The Creek was a narrow, winding channel that cut deep into the island, offering complete protection from wind and seas in all directions. It was one of the most secure anchorages in the Exuma Cays, used by local fishermen and experienced yachtsmen when serious weather threatened.
"The entrance is tricky," she continued. "Narrow channel, shallow on both sides, and those coral heads at the mouth. But I think it's our best option."
"I agree, and I want you to take us there," Jordan replied. "This is your sea time, Freeman. Real weather, real decisions, real consequences. I'll be right here, but you're in command. From departure to anchoring."
Zoe felt her mouth go dry. Taking the yacht into protected anchorage in calm conditions was one thing—she'd done that before. But making the call to abandon their current position, navigating through a challenging entrance in deteriorating weather, and anchoring a sixty-meter yacht with eight guests aboard in the face of an approaching storm? That was captain-level responsibility.
"Are you sure?" she asked, though every fiber of her being was screaming yes.
"I wouldn't offer if I wasn't confident in your abilities." The captain squeezed her shoulder. "You've been ready for this for months, and today the weather is providing us with a challenging scenario that would make for great training."
"I'd be honored to do it," Zoe said. The fact that Jordan trusted her with the safety of the vessel and everyone aboard was both terrifying and exhilarating. "We should depart sooner rather than later. Twenty minutes? I'll need to brief the crew first."
Captain Jordan nodded. "Yes, and ask Rei to come up here, will you? We might need her help later. Tell Dani to secure all guest areas and manage passenger comfort, and Lindsay needs to secure the galley. No hot food prep after seven PM—it won't be safe."
"I'll let them know. I'll—" Zoe stopped herself as the radio crackled to life with a weather alert from Nassau Marine Operations, confirming what their instruments were already telling them. Through the bridge windows, she could see the first signs of the approaching weather system. The water had taken on a different quality—darker, with small whitecaps beginning to form where it had been calm before. The wind was picking up too, creating a low whistle through the rigging.
Vanessa was still holding court with her bridesmaids, oblivious to the meteorological changes unfolding around them. Those women would soon be furious about having their luxury experience interrupted by maritime reality. The charter industry ran on the premise that money could buy almost anything—perfect service, gourmet meals, exotic destinations, even the illusion of effortless comfort at sea. But Mother Nature didn't accept payment in any currency, and weather was the one force that could humble even the most demanding guests and their platinum credit cards.
"Take command, Captain Freeman," Jordan said, pulling her out of her thoughts. "The Maiden Voyage is yours until anchorage."
"Aye, Captain." Zoe felt a dizzying combination of anticipation and terror wash over her. But Captain Jordan would be by her side, and beneath the nerves was an electric thrill that she couldn't suppress. While everyone else aboard would be cursing the approaching storm, she had to admit she felt a flutter of excitement at the opportunity to prove herself.
She took a steadying breath and reached for the ship's intercom. "All crew, all crew, this is the bridge. Please report to the main salon for immediate briefing. All crew to the main salon now."
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"Y ou're doing well. Don't second-guess yourself."
Captain Jordan's voice cut through the increasing noise of wind and rain against the bridge windows as Zoe adjusted their heading by another two degrees to port. The GPS showed they were still on the correct approach to Shroud Cay, but the entrance to The Creek remained hidden behind a curtain of rain that had intensified dramatically in the last twenty minutes.
What had been a picture-perfect Caribbean afternoon just hours earlier had transformed into something that looked more like the North Atlantic in winter. The turquoise waters that normally sparkled like diamonds were now a dark gray-green, their surface churned into whitecaps that streaked away from the yacht's bow in foaming trails. The scattered cays that were visible on the horizon on clear days had disappeared entirely behind curtains of rain that moved across the seascape.
The wind had picked up to thirty-five knots sustained, with gusts that hit the superstructure hard enough to heel the yacht slightly to starboard before she recovered. Each gust sent spray cascading across the bridge windows, and the wipers struggled to keep up with the combination of rain and salt water.
Zoe gripped the helm, feeling the yacht's response through her hands as she made minute corrections to their course. The electronic chart showed their position as a blue dot creeping steadily toward the narrow entrance of The Creek, but she couldn't rely on GPS alone in these conditions. Visual confirmation of the channel markers was essential, and right now visibility was down to less than half a mile.
"There," she said, pointing through the rain-streaked windscreen toward a barely visible red marker bobbing violently in the swells. "Channel marker three. We're on track."
Jordan nodded, her eyes scanning between the radar display and the water ahead. "Good eye. Current's setting us northwest about half a knot—keep that in mind as we approach the entrance."
Zoe reduced their speed to dead slow, feeling the yacht's motion change as they lost the stabilizing effect of forward momentum. Now they were at the mercy of the sea state, rolling more heavily as swells lifted them and dropped them in an irregular rhythm that would be making life miserable for everyone on board.
The depth sounder showed fifteen feet under the keel, then twelve, then eight as they approached the shallows that flanked the channel entrance. Sweat was beading on Zoe's forehead, and her hands were clammy.
"Depth?" Jordan asked, though she could see the sounder display as clearly as Zoe could.
"Eight feet under the keel and shoaling. Coming port five degrees to follow the channel." Zoe turned the wheel, watching as their heading changed on the GPS display.
Through the murk, she could make out the twin channel markers that flanked the entrance to The Creek—red to port, green to starboard. The space between them looked narrow, though she knew from the charts that there was adequate room for the Maiden Voyage's eighteen-meter beam with twenty feet to spare on each side. Still, twenty feet wasn't much when it came to stormy weather.
"Ten knots of wind directly on our port beam," Jordan observed, reading from the wind instruments. "It's going to push us toward the starboard side of the channel."
"Compensating," Zoe replied, adding a few degrees of port rudder to counter the wind's effect. She felt the yacht crabbing sideways through the water, her bow pointing slightly left of their actual track to maintain position in the channel centerline.
"Looking good," Jordan said calmly. "Hold this heading for another hundred meters, then come to starboard to follow the channel as it bends inland."
The rain was falling in sheets now, reducing visibility to just a few boat lengths. What should have been a scenic entrance into one of the Exumas' most beautiful anchorages had become a nerve-wracking exercise in instrument flying. Zoe relied on the radar to show her the shoreline boundaries, the depth sounder to keep them in safe water, and the GPS to maintain their position in the narrow channel.
As they passed between the entrance markers, The Creek opened up ahead of them—a narrow waterway that wound inland between mangrove-lined shores. Here, the water was noticeably calmer, protected from the worst of the wind and seas by the surrounding land. Zoe felt some of the tension leave her shoulders as they gained the shelter of the creek.
"Nicely done," Jordan said, clapping her hands together. "The worst is behind us now. Follow the channel for another quarter mile, then we'll find our anchoring spot."
The Creek wound inland like a lazy river, its banks lined with red mangroves whose prop roots extended into the dark water. Under normal circumstances, it would be stunningly beautiful—a pristine wilderness waterway where herons stalked through the shallows and tarpon rolled in the deeper pools. Today, it looked almost gothic under the pewter skies.
Zoe reduced their speed even further as they approached the designated anchorage area. Here, The Creek widened into a roughly circular basin that provided complete protection from wind and seas. She saw several other vessels had already sought shelter here—a sportfishing boat from Nassau, a smaller motor yacht, and a local fishing vessel that sat low in the water with its crew presumably riding out the storm in their wheelhouse.
"This looks good," she said, indicating a spot in the center of the basin where the depth sounder showed steady readings of twenty feet. "Good holding ground, room to swing, well clear of the other vessels."
"Agreed. Bring us to a stop here and prepare to anchor." Jordan reached for the ship's intercom. "All crew, prepare for anchoring. We'll be dropping the hook in two minutes."
Zoe brought the yacht to a complete stop, feeling the wind catch their superstructure and begin to push them slowly backward.
The sound of hurried footsteps on the stairs outside the bridge interrupted her concentration. The door burst open and Dani stumbled in.
"Captain, is everything safe?" she asked breathlessly. "It's very, very rocky."
Jordan turned to Zoe. This was her command, her responsibility.
"Dani, you can always assume we're safe unless you hear from us otherwise," Zoe said. "Please tell everyone not to interrupt until we're anchored." She paused, seeing the strain on Dani's face. "And good luck down there. I'll help you with whatever you need in fifteen."
Dani nodded and disappeared back down the stairs, leaving Zoe to focus on the task at hand. She had an idea of what was happening on the lower decks—Lindsay would have quickly prepared whatever food she could manage in the increasingly difficult conditions. The guests would have insisted on continuing to drink in the main salon despite the storm, and there were likely some who were currently hovering over toilets, their cocktails making unwelcome reappearances. Perhaps there had even been accidents in the salon.
Zoe's job was stressful right now, requiring every bit of skill and concentration she possessed, but that didn't mean Dani had it any easier. If anything, managing frightened, seasick, and intoxicated guests while trying to maintain some semblance of normal service might be even more of a challenge.
"Let's get this anchor down," Jordan said. "Wind's still building."
Zoe positioned the yacht precisely over their chosen spot, using the bow thrusters to maintain position against the wind. "Dropping anchor," she announced over the intercom, then nodded to Rei, who was stationed at the windlass controls.
The massive anchor chain rattled out through the hawse pipe, its sound audible even over the wind and rain.
"Anchor's holding," Rei reported from the bow. "Chain's set at a good angle."
Zoe felt the yacht settle as the anchor bit into the bottom, their bow swinging slowly to point directly into the wind. The motion immediately became more comfortable—still rolling, but with the predictable rhythm of a vessel properly anchored. She blew out her cheeks, and a rush of nervous laughter escaped her.
"Well done, Captain Freeman." Jordan patted her back. "The Maiden Voyage is safely anchored. You can secure from maneuvering stations."
Zoe finally allowed herself to breathe steadily again, her hands releasing their death grip on the helm. She'd successfully commanded a major yacht through deteriorating weather into a challenging anchorage, and she'd done it well. But the night wasn't over.
"Thank you, Captain," she said. "I'd better head down to help Dani with the damage."
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T  he contrast between the calm bridge and the chaos that awaited Zoe in the main salon was jarring. The normally elegant space now looked like the aftermath of a wild college party. Cushions and other items were scattered across the floor, a toppled champagne flute lay in glittering fragments near the starboard windows, and the distinctive smell of vomit hung in the air despite the efforts of the ventilation system.
"There you are!" Vanessa's voice cut through the ambient noise of wind and rain like a rusty blade. She was hunched over a paper bag, perched precariously on the edge of the main sofa, her hair matted with sweat and hanging in limp strands around her pale face. "Is your captain drunk or something? What the hell is wrong with you people?"
Zoe felt a flash of indignation that she quickly suppressed before it could reach her expression. After navigating them to safety, after proving herself capable of command-level decision-making under pressure, this was what she had to deal with. She glanced around the salon, taking in the evidence of the storm's effects—the scattered belongings, the way the bridesmaids were clinging to their stomachs, the green tinge to more than one face. She noted that Stormy wasn't among the bridesmaids.
"There's a heavy storm, Ms. Clarke," she replied coolly. "We've moved to a protected anchorage where it will remain relatively calm overnight."
She gestured toward the rain-lashed windows where the weather was impossible to ignore. Even here in the shelter of The Creek, wind gusts were strong enough to send spray across the glass, and the sound of rigging and equipment under stress was audible throughout the yacht.
"But this is unacceptable—" Vanessa began, lifting her head from the paper bag.
Zoe walked away, her attention shifting to more pressing concerns. She wasn't required to stand there and absorb abuse from someone who was too drunk to appreciate the complexity of what they'd just accomplished.
She found Dani near the bar, kneeling on the floor with a cloth and a bottle of enzymatic cleaner, removing what was unmistakably vomit. She looked like she was barely holding herself together.
"Hey," Zoe said softly, crouching down beside her. "Is there more to clean up? What do you need from me?"
Dani looked up at her with an expression of such profound gratitude that Zoe almost hugged her. This was exactly the kind of situation that separated career hospitality professionals from people who just thought charter work looked glamorous. Managing intoxicated, seasick guests in storm conditions required a level of patience and resilience that few people possessed.
"Oh, thank God you're here," Dani said, sitting back on her heels and pushing hair out of her face with the back of her wrist. "Okay, let me think." She took a shaky breath and began rattling off items.
"First, there's more vomit in the guest head off the main corridor—Emma didn't quite make it to the toilet. Second, I need the heavy-duty carpet cleaner from the crew storage because someone spilled red wine on the white sofa cushions in the forward seating area."
"And the broken glass?" Zoe asked.
"Elsa and Netty are currently taking care of that." As if on cue, Elsa arrived with an industrial vacuum. When she turned it on, the noise only added to the chaos.
Dani paused to spray more cleaner on the floor, then raised her voice over the noise without looking up. "Fourth, the ice maker in the main bar is making this horrible grinding noise—I think something's shifted inside it during all this motion. Rei is busy; would you mind having a look? Also, I need someone to check the guest bathroom in suite two because Hayley locked herself in there about two hours ago and hasn't responded to knocking."
Dani finally met Zoe's eyes again with barely controlled panic. "I'll take care of the rest of the guests." She gestured helplessly toward the main seating area where most of the bridesmaids were scattered around on the floor and on chairs. "The primary keeps asking when we're going to 'fix the weather' and get back to calm waters," she added in an angry hiss.
Zoe nodded grimly. Vanessa was impossible.
But Dani wasn't done with her rant yet. "Oh, and not that there's anything you can do to fix it, but we're running dangerously low on premium liquor because they've been drinking at triple their normal rate. Apparently alcohol helps with seasickness, according to Hayley's medical expertise."
"Of course." Zoe couldn't help but chuckle despite the situation. "Right. I'm on it, Dani. I'll check on Hayley first."
Dani looked like she wanted to hug her. "You're a lifesaver. Literally."
The yacht rolled heavily to starboard as another gust hit them, and both women instinctively reached for the nearest stable surface. From the main seating area came a fresh chorus of squeals and complaints.
Zoe wasn't fazed by it; she'd experienced much worse and made sure to hold steady footing as she headed for guest suite two, using handholds to maintain her balance as the yacht continued its uncomfortable motion.
She found Stormy kneeling on the floor outside Emma's room with paper towels and a bottle of cleaning spray, cleaning up the vomit Dani had mentioned.
"Hey. You don't have to do that," Zoe said. "We've got this."
Stormy looked up at her, and Zoe could see immediately that she was fighting her own battle with seasickness. Her face was pale and there was a sheen of perspiration on her forehead. She clearly tried to hide it, forcing a weak smile.
"It's okay. I'm sure you have enough to deal with. It's nothing I haven't done in college." Zoe could see the effort it was taking Stormy to maintain her composure.
"Are you okay?" she asked softly, kneeling down and cupping her cheek with concern.
Stormy nodded and closed her eyes as she leaned into her touch, though the movement seemed to make her slightly dizzy. "Are you okay?" she asked in return. "That must have been pretty intense up there."
"Yeah, I'm fine." Zoe was touched by Stormy's concern even while she was clearly struggling herself. "But I need to get to work now. I'm glad you're okay." She paused, then added, "Please leave all this and take care of yourself instead. Go lie down. Lindsay can make you a sandwich if you need to line your stomach."
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C ollapsing onto her bunk, Zoe groaned in delight, allowing every muscle in her body to acknowledge the stress it had been carrying. Adrenaline was still coursing through her system, but exhaustion was winning the battle. She kicked off her deck shoes and sat up, knowing she'd fall asleep before she got any food in her if she remained in starfish position.
"Jesus Christ," Rei joined her on her bunk. "I think I aged about ten years today, and I didn't even get the worst of it."
Zoe chuckled as Rei fell back across the foot-end of her mattress, still fully clothed, her blue hair escaping from underneath her cap in defeated wisps. There was a smudge of grease on her cheek, and her uniform shirt was wrinkled beyond salvation.
"Vanessa blamed me personally for the existence of weather," Zoe said. "I should have consulted her schedule before allowing a storm system to develop."
Rei snorted. "Right. Because you control the fucking weather now. I can't wait for this to be over."
Their cabin door swung open and Lindsay appeared in their doorway like a food-bearing angel, carrying a tray loaded with food. She was wearing pajamas and looked as exhausted as the rest of them.
"Thought it was about time we had some dinner," she announced, setting the tray between Zoe and Rei. She slumped down on the floor next to them. "Emergency provisions for the walking wounded."
Zoe was ravenous. She couldn't remember the last time she'd eaten something substantial. Even the conch fritters had gone untouched earlier that day, for all the best reasons. Her stomach growled audibly as she surveyed Lindsay's offerings: thick sandwiches stuffed with what looked like turkey, avocado, and tomato, a large bowl of tuna pasta salad flecked with herbs and cherry tomatoes, and leftover pink cake.
"Lindsay, you're a goddess." Zoe immediately reached for one of the sandwiches. "How did you manage all this while the galley was throwing you around like a rag doll?"
"Sheer determination. I'm hungry too." Lindsay tore into her sandwich while Rei grabbed a fork and attacked the pasta salad.
"Where's Dani?" Zoe asked. "Please tell me she's not still dealing with guest drama. She was ready to jump overboard when I left her."
"No, the guests have gone to bed. Dani's gone to debrief with Captain Jordan." Lindsay gestured vaguely toward the upper decks. "I brought them food; they're eating together."
"You mean they're eating each other," Rei said dryly, making Lindsay snort.
"Gross." Zoe pulled a face. "Now I can't get that image out of my head. Thanks for ruining my appetite, Rei."
"Come on. Everyone's thinking it," Rei continued, waggling her eyebrows. "Our dear Dani and her mysterious late-night 'debriefings' with the captain..."
Zoe laughed. "Stop it. You're terrible. Poor Dani; she’s literally innocent."
"I'm just saying," Rei added, "for someone who claims to have zero interest in Captain Jordan, she certainly finds a lot of reasons to seek private meetings."
Lindsay shook her head, still chuckling. "You do know nothing's going on between them, right? Trust me, if there was something going on between Dani and Captain Jordan, I'd know. I'm her bunkmate—she can't hide anything from me."
Rei shrugged. "I know. It's just fun to tease her about it; she gets so worked up."
Lindsay's phone buzzed from her pocket, and her entire expression shifted as she pulled it out. She grinned from ear to ear as her fingers typed a response.
"Well, well..." Zoe leaned in, trying to see who it was, but Lindsay turned her phone away. "Someone's suddenly perked up. Is that a special someone?"
"What? No." Lindsay shoved her phone back into her pocket, but the pink flush creeping up her neck betrayed her. "It's nothing."
"Nothing?" Rei raised an eyebrow.
"Come on," Zoe teased. "I know you're lying. Share the gossip."
Lindsay rolled her eyes and shook her head with a sigh. "Fine. Yes, I've met someone. But it's very early days, and most importantly, it's very, very complicated. And no, I'm not telling you anything more."
"Complicated how? Is she married? Straight?" Rei asked, but Lindsay held up her hand.
"Nope. That's all you're getting. For now, at least." She turned the tables on them. "What about you two? Any romantic prospects in your lives?"
"God, no," Rei said. "I haven't had any action in months."
"Me either," Zoe replied, perhaps a little too quickly. "No time for dating when you're working toward a captain's license." She thought of Stormy, of their strange and beautiful afternoon. The memory sent a shot of arousal through her, and she shivered.
She reached for her water bottle and took a long sip, hoping the others couldn't read her. Because the truth was, for the first time in years, she was thinking about dating. About what it might mean to let someone in, and to risk the kind of vulnerability that had once left her shattered. With the very person who had left her shattered. None of it made sense.
"And how's that awful woman been who used to bully you in high school been?" Rei asked. "Any problems? I heard you took her to see the pigs."
"No, she's been fine actually. It was..." Zoe bit her lip as she paused. "We had a nice time. She's apologized, and we've moved on."
"Still doesn't make it right." Lindsay huffed. "But to be fair to her, she's been the easiest of the bunch by far. She even insisted on helping me clear up the mess earlier. Maybe she's changed."
Rei shook her head. "People like that don't change. Once a bully, always a bully."
Zoe flinched at Rei's dismissive assessment, though she couldn't entirely blame her for it. Her protective instinct was sweet, even if it stung to hear Stormy reduced to such black-and-white terms.
She finished her sandwich and let the conversation drift toward safer topics—whether they'd stay put at The Creek if the weather cleared or move on to deeper waters where the guests might finally get their dolphin encounters.
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A fter the drama of the previous evening, the transformation on the deck was striking—the angry gray waters had returned to their crystalline blue, the wind had dropped to a whisper, and the only clouds in the sky were the kind of puffy white cotton balls that photographers prayed for.
The Creek looked entirely different in daylight. What had been a forbidding refuge in the storm was now revealed as a beautiful waterway, its mangrove-lined shores alive with the sounds of tropical birds. A great blue heron stood motionless in the shallows, its reflection creating a mirror image. The air smelled of salt and tropical flowers, with that particular quality of freshness that only came after a good storm had cleared the atmosphere.
Zoe took a deep breath, feeling the last of the tension from the previous night's emergency navigation finally melt away. No matter how challenging the weather in the Caribbean became, it always gave way to mornings like this.
On the aft deck, she was greeted by what could only be described as a feast. Lindsay had clearly decided to atone for the previous evening's interrupted service by creating a breakfast spread that would make a five-star hotel envious.
The large teak dining table had been transformed into a showcase of culinary artistry under the yacht's retractable awning. Stacks of golden pancakes sat beside platters of fresh tropical fruit arranged in elaborate patterns—mango, papaya, and pineapple carved into flowers and geometric shapes. There were small pots of Greek yogurt topped with granola and honey, baskets of warm muffins and pastries that filled the air with the scent of butter and cinnamon, eggs Benedict, and a platter of cold cuts and smoked salmon.
The coffee station alone was a work of art—multiple carafes of different roasts positioned on a side table along with flavored syrups and fresh cream.
"How the fuck did she do this?" Zoe murmured to herself, genuinely impressed by Lindsay's determination to create perfection despite the challenges they'd all faced.
The bridesmaids were scattered around the table in various states of recovery from their ordeal. Most looked considerably better than they had the night before—showered, made-up, and dressed in coordinated pink pastels as if the previous evening's chaos had been nothing more than a bad dream.
Hayley, who had spent hours locked in her bathroom, now looked refreshed and was carefully arranging pancakes on her plate for optimal photographic angles. The human capacity for recovery never ceased to amaze Zoe, especially when motivated by their next social media post.
The one notable exception to the general air of restored good humor was Vanessa, who sat at the head of the table. She looked like she'd bitten into something unexpectedly bitter, her mouth turned down in a pout that suggested the world was continuing to fail her expectations in fundamental ways.
Zoe could understand why Vanessa was upset, honestly. If her fiancé was potentially cheating on her—and the evidence certainly seemed to point in that direction—she'd be devastated too.
But even as she felt a moment of genuine sympathy for Vanessa's situation, Zoe knew that under the best of circumstances, the woman would have found reasons to be discontented. She was the type of person whose expectations were so unrealistic that disappointment was inevitable. Even if Stan had been the perfect fiancé, even if the weather had been flawless, even if every moment of the charter had gone exactly according to plan, Vanessa would have discovered some flaw to fixate on.
"Good morning, ladies," Zoe called out as she approached the table. "Beautiful day, isn't it? I hope everyone slept well after the storm."
A chorus of murmured responses drifted back to her—"Morning," and "Much better, thanks." Even Hayley managed a bright "Good morning!" between arranging her pancakes for another photo. Vanessa offered only a slight nod, her attention still focused on her phone screen where she was no doubt checking for messages from her wayward fiancé.
Zoe’s eyes swept across the group, and it was impossible not to notice Stormy, who sat toward the middle of the table with a plate of blueberry pancakes, dressed simply in white shorts and a pale pink tank top. When Stormy looked up from her pancakes, their eyes met and the world seemed to pause for a heartbeat. Fuck, she was beautiful.
The eye contact lingered a moment too long, charged with everything they couldn't say in front of the others, everything that had happened between them on the beach yesterday. Zoe shifted on the spot as her body responded, and all she could think about was kissing Stormy again.
She looked away, clearing her throat and focusing somewhere between Vanessa and Hayley instead.
"So," she said, "what would everyone like to do today? The weather's great, and we have several excellent options available. We could head out to search for dolphins," she began, ticking off options on her fingers. "The waters around here are great for dolphin encounters. We typically see pods of spotted dolphins and sometimes bottlenose dolphins as well, though I can't guarantee we'll find them—they're wild animals, after all, and they go where they please."
Several of the bridesmaids perked up at this suggestion, no doubt imagining the Instagram possibilities.
"Or there's incredible snorkeling at Thunderball Grotto, which was actually featured in a James Bond film. The underwater cave system is spectacular, and the marine life is some of the best in the Caribbean."
Zoe paused, scanning the group for reactions while enjoying the ocean breeze. "We also have all our water sports equipment available—jet skiing, waterskiing, wakeboarding, paddleboarding. The conditions are perfect for it today. Or if anyone prefers a more relaxed day, we could find a beautiful secluded beach for swimming and sunbathing, maybe with a beach barbecue lunch that Lindsay will prepare." She focused on Vanessa, including her in the conversation despite the bride's obvious disinterest. "The choice is entirely yours, ladies. This is your charter."
Vanessa didn't respond immediately, her attention absorbed by something on her phone screen. Zoe waited patiently, accustomed to the rhythms of guest decision-making.
Finally, Vanessa looked up from her phone. "What's the best place for taking pictures?" she asked, her tone suggesting this was the only consideration that truly mattered. "I need somewhere that looks... exclusive."
The question was so predictably Vanessa that Zoe had to suppress an eye roll. Her primary concern wasn’t the natural beauty of the experience, not the opportunity to see wild dolphins or explore underwater caves, but how the location would photograph for her online presence.
"Well, Thunderball Grotto has amazing natural lighting that creates spectacular photography. Or we could anchor at one of the more secluded cays and set up a luxury beach setup with champagne service—that always photographs beautifully too."
"Can we do both?" Vanessa asked, finally showing some enthusiasm. "The grotto thing and the beach setup? I need variety for my content."
Zoe glanced at her watch, calculating timing. "Sure. If you don't mind a late lunch—say around three—we can definitely make that happen."
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T  he clear water inside Thunderball Grotto was tinted with an ethereal blue-green light that filtered down through the natural openings in the limestone ceiling above. Schools of sergeant majors and blue tangs swirled around them in living clouds of yellow and electric blue, their scales catching the light.
Zoe sat on a rock near the entrance, allowing her to observe both her own group and the handful of other tourists sharing the grotto with them. Two boats had arrived before them—a day charter catamaran with about twelve passengers and a smaller private yacht with a young Russian family. The grotto was busy but not crowded, with enough space for everyone to explore.
She counted her group quickly and turned to Emma, who’s mask she’d adjusted a moment ago.
"Better?" she asked as Emma surfaced.
"Yes, it's perfect now, thank you!" Emma's enthusiasm was infectious. "I'm so glad we came here. It’s surreal."
Zoe smiled and glanced around to check on the others. Hayley was floating near the surface with her waterproof phone case, waiting for the family to finish photographing themselves against one of the dramatic rock formations.
Vanessa, predictably, was also more focused on securing the best photo locations than exploring the marine life. Her hair swept up and still dry, she'd positioned herself near the most spectacular light shaft streaming down from above, but was clearly frustrated that she had to wait for other tourists to move before she could get the exclusive shots she wanted.
"Ms. Clarke, why don't we explore the eastern chamber while we wait?” Zoe suggested. “I'd be happy to take a few shots of you."
"No, I'm okay doing it," Vanessa said. "They're always better when I take them myself."
A flash of white drew Zoe's attention to Stormy, who was floating about fifteen feet away and coming closer. Her white bikini made her tan look golden, and every time she dove down to get a closer look at something, Zoe watched her instead of monitoring the other guests.
Concentrate, she told herself sternly. You're working.
But it was a challenge to maintain focus when Stormy was looking so damn good, her dark hair streaming behind her as she explored the grotto. Stormy surfaced near her and pushed up her mask. "Hey, you."
"Hey!" Zoe tried to stop her grin from spreading but failed. "Are you having a good time?"
"I am." Stormy met her eyes as she pushed herself up to the surface and sat next to Zoe. "But it could be even better."
Zoe bit her lip and turned her attention to Hayley straight ahead of her. "Better how?"
"If we were alone. If it were just you and me." Stormy placed a hand on Zoe's thigh. "Can we meet tomorrow night?"
Zoe's heart skipped. Tomorrow night. Not ‘sometime when they got back to Key West’, not ‘maybe we'll see each other around’—tomorrow night. The urgency in Stormy's voice matched exactly what Zoe had been feeling, that same restless energy that made waiting feel impossible. "Yes, we can meet tomorrow." She looked down at Stormy's hand. "But Stormy, not here. Please."
Stormy pulled her hand away. "Sorry. I just can't stop thinking of yesterday. I want to kiss you again, and that white uniform is not helping."
Zoe raised an eyebrow, a smirk playing at her lips. "You have a thing for uniforms?"
"Guilty," Stormy admitted. "Especially when they're worn by sexy first mates named Zoe."
"Well then..." Zoe's voice dropped, "I'd better hurry up and get my captain's license. Gold stripes, hat, the authority to give orders..."
Stormy groaned. "I'm already having trouble keeping my hands to myself, and now you're talking about being in charge?"
"I thought you might like that."
"I do. I'm not sure how I'm going to get through tonight," Stormy said with a dramatic sigh. "Sharing a room with Vanessa while thinking about Captain Zoe giving me orders?"
"That sounds like a you problem," Zoe said with mock innocence. Were they seriously full-on flirting now? In front of everyone? "Honestly, I can't stop thinking of you either." She made a point of avoiding eye contact because she simply couldn't handle it. She hoped it looked like they were just sitting here, making small talk. Then, unable to resist, she added, "And you're not making it easy for me in that cute little white bikini."
"Oh, yeah? You like my bikini?" Stormy chuckled. "I was hoping it would catch your attention."
"Mission accomplished." Zoe stole a quick glance at Stormy. God, she wanted to be all over her. "I won't deny I have thoughts running through my mind." She shifted her focus back to Hayley, who was now draped over a rock, desperately pretending she was comfortable posing on the rough surface.
"So what exactly are you thinking?" Stormy moved slightly closer.
"Shh..." Zoe's breathing had become shallow. "Someone could hear us."
"Then keep your voice down," Stormy whispered. "But don't stop talking. Tell me what you're thinking."
"Okay..." Zoe's resolve crumbled. Stormy was persistent, and she loved it. "I was thinking about our kiss," she started. "About how you tasted, and then..." She paused for effect. "I was wondering what the rest of you would taste like..."
Zoe could have sworn she heard Stormy moan, and it took all her strength not to look at her.
"I was thinking I want to untie those bikini strings," she continued in a low voice. "Very slowly. Watch the fabric fall away. And I want to feel you. I want my hands all over you, and I want to know how you sound when I finally have my way with you." Zoe's pulse quickened as she pretended to scan the grotto in the long silence that followed.
"Fuck..." Stormy breathed. "You're making me crazy. I can't wait that long."
"Patience doesn't run in the Clarke family, huh?"
"No. I want to slip behind one of these rocks with you right now."
Zoe finally turned to look at her, and the heat in Stormy's eyes nearly undid her. "As first mate and in command of this excursion, I have to remind you that I'm working," she said with a flirtatious smile. "And your sister is twenty feet away taking selfies."
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Z oe spotted the telltale splashes in the distance. She'd been scanning the waters ahead through binoculars, checking their route back to where they'd planned to anchor for their final night, when the distinctive arcing shapes caught her attention.
"Captain, dolphins at two o'clock."
Jordan looked up from the navigation display and followed Zoe's pointing finger. Even without binoculars, the pod was clearly visible—dark forms breaking the surface in synchronized leaps about half a mile off their starboard bow.
"Well, I'll be damned," Jordan said, reaching for her own binoculars. "Spotted dolphins, looks like. Maybe eight or ten individuals." She turned to Zoe. "That was lucky. Want to see if we can get closer?"
“Hell yes." The words escaped Zoe before her professional filter could catch them. Dolphin encounters were never guaranteed, despite what charter guests often expected, and finding them like this, completely by chance during their transit, was a gift.
She reduced their speed to five knots, then cut the engines entirely as they drifted closer to the pod. The sudden quiet was striking—without the rumble of the diesels, the sounds of wind and water became immediately apparent.
Jordan checked the depth sounder and GPS. "We're in about forty feet of water here. Good holding ground if we want to anchor and stay with them for a while."
"I'll let Dani know we're stopping briefly," Zoe said, reaching for her walkie-talkie. "Dani, this is Zoe. We're going to anchor for about thirty minutes for a dolphin sighting. Can you let the guests know? They'll want to see this."
"Copy that," came Dani's voice through the radio. "I'll gather them right away."
Zoe headed to the main deck while Captain Jordan started the anchoring procedure. Emma and Sarah emerged from the salon, followed by Hayley, who was already holding her phone up.
The dolphins were Atlantic spotted dolphins indeed, she could see now, and they were approaching the yacht.
Vanessa, Stormy, and the rest of the bridesmaids appeared, and Zoe immediately noticed Vanessa's unsteady gait. The bride occasionally had to grip the safety rail for support, a fresh champagne flute clutched in her free hand. Vanessa had been drinking steadily since lunch, her mood swinging wildly between tearful despair over Stan's disinterest and manic excitement about her social media content.
"Oh my God!" Stormy gasped, pressing her hands to her mouth as the dolphins approached. "They're so beautiful!"
The dolphins' behavior shifted from purposeful travel to curious investigation. Several individuals broke off from the main pop and began swimming directly toward them, their distinctive whistles and clicks audible.
"They're coming!" Sarah exclaimed, leaning over the rail for a better view. "Are they friendly?"
"They're wild animals," Zoe said. "We can't predict their behavior, but Atlantic spotted dolphins are generally curious about boats."
As the yacht settled at anchor, three dolphins appeared directly beneath the bow. They moved with playful energy, banking and turning around the yacht's hull.
Stormy moved next to Zoe at the rail. "I've never seen them in the wild before," she said softly.
"It was pure luck. We can't exactly track them." Zoe was intensely aware of how close Stormy was standing, and the urge to reach out and touch her was almost overwhelming.
Vanessa fumbled with her phone, nearly spilling her champagne as she tried to take a picture. "They're too far," she said. "I need to get closer. Can we go in? I want a picture with them."
"No, Ms. Clarke," Zoe said immediately. "We observe dolphins from the boat only. Swimming with wild dolphins is illegal under federal law."
Vanessa snapped, swaying slightly as she gestured wildly. "But this is MY charter! I paid for this, and I don't see the dolphin police anywhere. Do you?" She set her flute away. "Hayley! Take a picture of me, will you?"
"Vanessa, what are you—" Hayley started, automatically accepting Vanessa’s phone.
"I want a picture with them!" Vanessa said, taking off her sundress.
"Ms. Clarke, absolutely not," Zoe said firmly, stepping forward. "You cannot enter the water. It's dangerous and illegal."
"Listen to Zoe." Stormy moved toward her sister. "Seriously, don't go in."
"Don't tell me what to do!" Vanessa’s voice rose to a near shriek. "Everyone always tells me what to do! Stan tells me what to do! Dad tells me what to do! Well, guess what? It's MY weekend, and I'm doing what I want!"
She pushed past Zoe and began making her way toward the swim platform. Zoe followed, trying to position herself between Vanessa and the water.
"Ms. Clarke, I'm ordering you to stop," she said. Sensing she was losing control of the situation, she contacted the captain. "Captain, this is Zoe. Primary guest wants to jump in with the dolphins and is not listening to my warnings. Please step in."
The response was almost instant. Captain Jordan's voice crackled through the yacht's intercom system, carrying the unmistakable tone of absolute command.
"Ms. Clarke, this is Captain Jordan. You are absolutely forbidden from entering the water. This is a direct order from the captain of this vessel. You will NOT ignore captain's orders. I repeat, you will NOT ignore captain's orders."
For a moment, Vanessa seemed to waver, the authority in Jordan's voice penetrating even her alcohol-fogged judgment. The other guests had gone completely silent, recognizing that they were witnessing something far beyond normal charter interactions.
But then Vanessa's face twisted with rage and entitlement. And with that, she pushed Zoe aside hard and launched herself off the platform in an ungainly splash.
The entire pod of dolphins scattered like startled fish. Their whistles turned to alarm calls as they disappeared into deeper water.
"VANESSA!" Stormy screamed, rushing to the rail as her sister surfaced, flailing wildly and coughing up seawater.
Zoe grabbed a life ring and dove cleanly off the platform. Her heart was pounding with adrenaline as she surfaced near Vanessa, who was clearly struggling despite her earlier bravado.
What had appeared deceptively calm from the yacht's deck revealed itself to be far more challenging in the water. The ocean swells that were barely noticeable aboard the yacht translated to two-foot rollers that lifted and dropped them rhythmically, making it difficult for Vanessa to keep her head consistently above water.
"Don't panic. I've got you," Zoe said, fighting against the wave action to secure the life ring around Vanessa's torso. "Stop fighting me and let me help you."
Above them, Captain Jordan's voice crackled over the intercom again: "All crew to emergency stations. Guest overboard. Recovery in progress."
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I t was going to be a long night. Captain Jordan had terminated the charter effective immediately, and they were now heading back to Key West—still ten hours away with an estimated arrival time that wouldn't come until around four in the morning. The decision had been swift and non-negotiable after Vanessa's blatant disregard for direct captain's orders, her violation of federal marine mammal protection laws, and the safety incident that had required emergency rescue procedures.
Zoe stood on the bridge beside Jordan, watching their GPS track the direct route back through the Florida Straits. They'd plotted the most efficient course home, and the winds were mercifully in their favor—a fifteen-knot following breeze that would help push them along at their maximum sustainable cruising speed. Even so, it meant she and Captain Jordan would have to take turns at the helm through the night to get everyone back to port as quickly as possible.
"I've seen some entitled behavior over the years," Jordan said, "but nothing like that."
Zoe nodded grimly. Serious incidents like this rarely happened in her experience. Their guests usually had the common sense to listen to captain's orders, understanding that maritime safety wasn't a matter of customer preference. But Vanessa Clarke had crossed every line possible.
The aftermath had been swift and ugly. As soon as Captain Jordan had informed Vanessa that the charter was terminated and all alcohol service was immediately suspended, the bride-to-be had exploded into a screaming rage about lawsuits and ruined vacations. She'd shown no remorse for endangering herself or others, and she hadn't even acknowledged Zoe's rescue, let alone thanked her for diving into open ocean to save her drunk ass. No. Vanessa had stormed off to her suite, where she'd remained locked away ever since.
"What happens now?" Zoe asked, though she suspected she already knew the answer. "In terms of consequences for her, I mean."
"Multiple federal violations, for starters. Harassment of marine mammals under the Marine Mammal Protection Act carries fines up to twenty-eight thousand dollars per incident. Then there's the matter of ignoring lawful orders from a vessel's captain while at sea, which falls under Coast Guard jurisdiction. I haven't decided if I'll report her yet, but I've had to let her fiancé know what happened as he's the financial guarantor for the charter."
Zoe felt a dark satisfaction at hearing the potential consequences laid out so starkly. Below them, the bridesmaids were scattered around the main deck, picking at the dinner Lindsay had prepared for them, but the atmosphere was subdued, the normal chatter of charter guests absent.
"Freeman, you need to get some rest," Captain Jordan said. "I want you sharp for the final approach. Go grab four hours of sleep and be back at midnight. Then I'll catch some rest while you bring us home."
Zoe nodded. "Aye, Captain. Let me know if anything changes. I'll keep the radio on."
Zoe felt the exhaustion that adrenaline had been masking for yet another day. The rescue, the confrontation with Vanessa, the rapid departure preparations—it was all catching up with her.
She found Dani in the galley, cleaning glasses.
"How are you holding up?" Zoe asked, settling onto one of the galley stools. "This can't have been easy to manage."
"Are you kidding? This is the best thing that could have happened." Dani shrugged cheerfully. "I mean, obviously what happened is unacceptable, but..." She gestured around the galley with obvious relief. "Do you know what it's like to spend four days tending to people who treat you like a mobile bar service? I haven't had five minutes to myself since we left Key West, so this is bliss."
Zoe laughed. "I guess Vanessa's bad behavior has been a blessing in disguise."
"You have no idea. For the first time since Monday, I'm not running around refilling glasses and listening to complaints about the temperature of the rosé or anything else for that matter." Dani picked up another glass. "And honestly? After what happened today, I think everyone's a little too shaken up to demand their usual level of service. Even Hayley said 'please' when she asked for tea."
"Miracles never cease," Zoe said dryly. "What about Vanessa? Has she emerged from her suite at all?"
Dani shook her head. "I brought her some food a few hours ago, but I don't think she's eating. Probably sulking about having her party cut short." She paused, studying Zoe. "Are you okay, though? That was incredibly brave, what you did. Jumping in after her like that."
Zoe smiled. "It's my job. Anyway," she said, standing, "Captain Jordan wants me to get some rest before the final approach. Four hours of sleep, then I'm back on watch until we dock." She winked. "I'll see you on the other side."
Zoe made her way through the crew areas toward her quarters, looking forward to the simple pleasure of being horizontal. She had just reached her door when she heard footsteps behind her in the corridor. She turned and saw Stormy approaching.
"Stormy, you can't be here," she said, glancing around the corridor. "This is crew-only space."
"I know. This won't take long." Stormy stopped a few feet away. Her hands were clasped in front of her, and Zoe could see the tension in her shoulders. "I just... I needed to thank you again. For saving my sister. And I wanted to apologize for her behavior. I'm so ashamed."
"You have nothing to be ashamed of," Zoe said softly. "This was all on her. You can't control what other people do, even when they're your family."
Stormy let out a shaky breath. "She's not usually this bad. I mean, she's always been terribly entitled, but today..." She shook her head. "I don't know what's gotten into her."
"She's been drinking heavily and dealing with relationship problems," Zoe pointed out. "People make poor decisions when they're drunk and emotional."
"I know. And you jumped in after her without hesitation. You could have been hurt too."
"It's my job," Zoe said again. "I'm a good swimmer."
Stormy reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. "Can I have your number? I'll message you when we're back in port. If you still want to see me tomorrow..."
"Of course," she said, taking the phone. "But just so you know, I'm probably going to be unconscious for a while after I get home. Don't expect an immediate response."
Stormy smiled—a real, genuine smile. "I can wait. I've been waiting fifteen years; a few more hours won't kill me."





26

T  he final mooring line secured with a satisfying thud against the dock cleat, and Zoe exhaled slowly. The Maiden Voyage sat positioned in her berth at Key West's Galleon Marina, her fenders deployed, all lines under appropriate tension. After ten hours of open ocean navigation through the night, followed by the choreography of bringing sixty meters into a crowded harbor at dawn, they were home.
"Lines secured, Captain," Rei's voice crackled through the radio from the bow where she and Elsa had been handling the dock lines. Despite Elsa's primary role in housekeeping, she had experience in deck work and she'd proven adept at line handling.
The sudden quiet was almost startling after so many hours of engine noise, wind, and the endless chatter of marine radio traffic as they'd navigated the busy shipping lanes approaching Key West.
A laugh of pure relief escaped her. She'd done it, and the satisfaction was immense, a rush of pride and accomplishment that made every challenging moment of the past few days feel worthwhile.
To her surprise, Captain Jordan pulled her into a tight hug, her usual professional reserve temporarily abandoned in favor of genuine excitement.
"Outstanding work, Freeman," she said, stepping back with a grin that Zoe had rarely seen from her captain. "Storm anchoring and harbor approach—you handled both like a seasoned master. I'm proud of you."
Zoe couldn't stop smiling. Coming from Captain Jordan, whose standards were notoriously high and whose approval was never given lightly, the words felt like a validation of everything she'd been working toward.
"Thank you, Captain," she managed, though she wanted to say so much more. That Jordan's faith in her abilities had made all the difference during those nerve-wracking moments of storm navigation. That the opportunity to prove herself under real conditions had been the kind of experience that would stay with her throughout her entire career. That she couldn't wait to have her own command. But there would be time for longer conversations later. Right now, they had more immediate concerns to address.
"Right. Time to face the music," Jordan said. "We need to get down there and bid our guests farewell." There was a hint of reluctance in Jordan's face, and Zoe didn't blame her. Under normal circumstances, charter departures were celebratory affairs—guests expressing gratitude for exceptional service, crew members receiving tips and praise, everyone parting on positive terms that might lead to future bookings or referrals. This departure would be nothing like that.
Zoe adjusted her uniform shirt and checked that her radio was off. Professional appearance mattered even more during difficult situations.
On the aft deck, six bridesmaids stood clustered around their luggage. The women looked tired and subdued, glancing toward the main salon where Vanessa was talking to Stormy.
"Ladies," Captain Jordan announced. "On behalf of the entire crew of the Maiden Voyage, I want to thank you for choosing our vessel for your charter. I hope that despite yesterday's... complications... you were able to enjoy your time with us."
"Thank you, Captain," Hayley said. "The yacht is beautiful, and the crew worked very hard to make us comfortable."
"Yeah, thank you," Emma added quietly. "Especially Zoe. What she did yesterday..." She smiled. "We're sorry for what happened."
The other bridesmaids murmured similar sentiments, and Captain Jordan nodded graciously. "We appreciate your understanding. The safety of our guests is always our primary concern, and we regret that circumstances required us to terminate the charter early."
Vanessa emerged from the main salon, looking nothing like the imperious bride who had boarded on Monday. Her hair hung limp and unstyled, her face was pale and drawn, and she moved like someone nursing both a serious hangover and the weight of profound embarrassment.
She surveyed the group with red-rimmed eyes, her gaze moving from her assembled bridesmaids to Captain Jordan, and finally settling on Zoe.
"I want to apologize," she said in a thin voice. The words seemed to cost her considerable effort. "To all of you." She paused and swallowed hard. "My behavior yesterday was inexcusable. I put everyone at risk, I disrespected your authority, Captain, and I created a dangerous situation that never should have happened." Her eyes fixed on Zoe. "Zoe, you jumped into the ocean after me when I was being a complete fool, and I never even thanked you properly. I'm so sorry, and I'm so grateful."
"I appreciate that, Ms. Clarke." Zoe couldn't mask her surprise. Was Vanessa Clarke genuinely apologizing? She suspected that would be a first. "I'm glad you're okay. That's what matters most."
Vanessa opened her mouth to say something more, then stopped herself and handed an envelope to the captain.
"Come on, let's go." Stormy put a hand on her sister's back. She glanced at Zoe for a beat and gave her a small smile. "Thanks, everyone. You've all been amazing."
Zoe watched Vanessa and the bridesmaids make their way down the gangway in the pre-dawn darkness, their designer luggage wheels clicking against the dock planks.
"That wedding's definitely never happening," Rei muttered under her breath.
"I looked up her fiancé," Dani said. "He's a notorious lothario who has serially dated a string of much younger women. Even if they got married, it wouldn't have lasted. She's better off without him."
"I could say the same for him," Elsa said dryly, and the group chuckled. As a brand-new freelancer, Elsa had been the quiet one, but Vanessa had almost brought her to tears on multiple occasions during the charter and Zoe didn’t blame her for the snarky comment.
"I bet this put you off charter work for good, huh?" Rei asked, turning to Elsa.
Elsa laughed and shook her head. "No, I'd do it again. It can't get much worse than this, right? I'd love to come back if you'll hire me again."
"Absolutely." Dani gave her and Netty a tired smile. "We have more full charters coming up, and you both handled everything really well."
Captain Jordan held up the envelope Vanessa had pressed into her hands. "Well," she said, turning it over in her fingers, "you've all been great considering, and we've got a tip. I must admit, I didn't expect that." She tucked the envelope into her shirt pocket. "We'll have a tip meeting and debrief later, but first, do you want to catch a few hours of sleep before we tackle the cleanup, or would you rather push through and get it over with?"
"Push through," Dani said immediately. "I want to go home and sleep in my own bed for twelve hours straight."
The rest of the crew murmured agreement.
"Very well." Jordan clapped her hands together. "Then let's get to work."
As they dispersed to begin the routine of post-charter breakdown, Zoe headed toward the equipment locker to retrieve the deck cleaning supplies. The sooner they could wash away any trace of the past four days, the better.
"Hey," Rei called after her, "we're still on for drinks tonight, right? Everyone's coming. I invited Netty and Elsa too."
Zoe paused, her hand on the locker door. Under normal circumstances, she'd be the first to jump at the get-together. But tonight she had other plans.
"Actually, I think I'm going to skip this one," she said, not quite meeting Rei's eyes. "I'm completely wiped out."
Rei raised an eyebrow but didn't push. "Sure. But if you change your mind, you know where to find us."
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Z oe stood outside the weathered coral-colored building on Simonton Street, her finger hovering over the brass intercom button marked "Clarke, S. - 3B."
She'd walked here from her own apartment on Fleming Street, a journey that had taken all of twelve minutes through the narrow streets lined with conch houses and Key lime trees. The proximity was startling. For over a year, they'd been living within walking distance of each other, shopping at the same grocery store, probably passing each other at times. But then again, Zoe reflected, she was hardly ever in her neighborhood during normal hours. When she wasn't on charter, she was either dead asleep catching up on rest, having drinks with her crew, or visiting her parents on the other side of the island.
The building itself was quintessentially Key West—a converted conch house divided into apartments, with wraparound porches and Bahama shutters painted in shades of turquoise and coral.
Zoe had changed clothes three times before leaving her apartment. First the white jeans with a blue shirt—too formal. Then cargo shorts and a tank top—too casual. Finally, she'd settled on dark jeans and a gray T-shirt, paired with her favorite leather sandals.
The nerves were irrational, she told herself, but standing here, about to cross the threshold from charter fantasy into real-world possibility, felt nerve-wracking. More consequential.
Zoe pressed the buzzer.
"Hey," Stormy's voice crackled through the intercom speaker. "Come on up."
The building's front door clicked open, and Zoe stepped into a cool, dim hallway that smelled faintly of old wood and air conditioning. Her footsteps echoed on the terrazzo floors as she climbed the narrow staircase, past apartments marked 1A and 2B, the sounds of domestic life filtering through thin walls—a television playing the evening news, someone chopping vegetables in a kitchen, the hum of a window unit working overtime against the heat.
By the time she reached the third floor, her pulse had accelerated to an uncomfortable rhythm. She paused outside 3B and the door swung open.
Stormy stood framed in the doorway, looking stunning in a simple mint-colored sundress, and Zoe could only stare. Emotions clashed inside her. Want, fear, arousal, and beneath it all, the memory of teenage heartbreak warring with the woman she'd become.
"Hi," she said when she found her voice at last.
"Hi." Stormy stared back, her chest rising and falling fast as her eyes moved over Zoe's face, her mouth, her neck, and back up to meet her gaze. Her lips curved into a small smile.
They were alone and this was happening. This was really happening, Zoe thought as she closed the distance between them. Her hand came up to cup Stormy's face, thumb tracing along her cheekbone.
Stormy let out a shaky breath at the contact. "I've been thinking about you all day," she murmured, and then she leaned in and pressed her mouth to Zoe's. Her lips were soft and warm, and when Zoe felt the soft exhale of breath against her mouth, something inside her broke open.
Zoe's free hand found the small of Stormy's back, pulling her closer until their bodies pressed together in the doorway. The taste of her was intoxicating and she could feel Stormy's heartbeat against her chest, rapid and desperate, matching the rhythm of her own.
Stormy's fingers tangled in Zoe's hair, her touch reverent and hungry all at once. She kissed like she was memorizing the moment, like she was afraid Zoe might disappear if she didn't hold on tight enough, and Zoe kissed back with equal fervor.
Zoe pressed her against the doorframe and moaned into the kiss. The solid weight of Stormy's body against her hands felt real.
Without breaking the kiss, Stormy reached behind her and pushed the door closed, and then her hands were at the hem of Zoe's T-shirt, fingers skimming along the bare skin of her waist.
Zoe shivered at the contact, every nerve in her body hypersensitive. She traced her tongue along Stormy's bottom lip and felt the vibration of Stormy's soft moan against her mouth.
"I can't believe you're here," Stormy whispered against her lips, her voice breathless and wonderstruck. "I keep thinking I'm going to wake up."
Zoe pulled back just enough to look at her, taking in the flush across Stormy's cheeks, the way her pupils had dilated until her green eyes looked almost black. "This is real," she said. "It's as real as we want it to be."
She kissed her again, deeper this time, and Stormy responded immediately, her body arching into Zoe's touch in urgent and desperate ways.
Zoe's hands roamed over Stormy's body, mapping the curve of her waist through the fabric of her dress, the delicate bones of her shoulders, the soft skin at the nape of her neck. Every touch drew little gasps from Stormy that went straight to her core, making her dizzy with desire.
When Stormy's teeth caught her bottom lip and tugged, Zoe groaned and pressed her firmly against the door while Stormy's hands clutched at her shoulders. She kissed along Stormy's jaw, finding the sensitive spot just below her ear that made her gasp and tilt her head.
"Zoe..." Stormy's voice caught on the single syllable. Her hands had found their way under Zoe's shirt, palms flat against her stomach. "Let's take this to my bedroom."
Zoe’s legs felt unsteady as Stormy took her hand and led her down the narrow hallway, past a small kitchen and living room that Zoe barely registered. All her attention was focused on the warm pressure of Stormy's fingers intertwined with hers, on the sway of her hips as she walked, on the anticipation building low in her belly.
The bedroom was small but cozy, with whitewashed walls and gauzy curtains. A ceiling fan turned lazily overhead, stirring the warm air. But Zoe barely had time to take in the details before Stormy turned to face her.
"I want you," she whispered.
Zoe swallowed hard as she watched Stormy reach for the hem of her dress, pull it over her head and let it fall to the floor. She stood before her in only a pair of pale pink panties, her skin golden in the soft light on her nightstand.
She was beautiful. More beautiful than Zoe had ever imagined, and she'd imagined it countless times since they'd kissed. The curve of her shoulders, the way her dark hair fell against her collarbone, her small breasts, and the rise and fall of her chest as she breathed. Zoe was overwhelmed with want, her heart hammering hard.
"You're perfect," she whispered as her eyes traced the lines of Stormy's body, memorizing every detail.
Stormy's cheeks flushed pink, but she didn't look away. "Your turn," she said, stepping closer until there was barely a foot of space between them.
Zoe's hands trembled as she reached for her own T-shirt, pulling it over her head with far less grace than Stormy had managed. Her jeans followed along with her sandals, and then she was only left in her boxers and sports bra.
"God, Zoe," Stormy breathed. Her eyes moved over Zoe's body with undisguised appreciation while her fingertips grazed Zoe's collarbone and her arm down to her hand. Linking their fingers together, she lifted Zoe's hand and kissed it once, twice, then sucked Zoe's pinkie into her mouth.
Zoe closed her eyes and moaned, shivering at the sensation of Stormy's warm tongue swirling around her finger. When she opened her eyes, Stormy was watching her with a dark, heated gaze.
Stormy released her finger, then brought Zoe's hand to rest against her breast, right over her racing heart. "Feel that?"
Zoe's palm pressed flat against Stormy's warm skin, feeling the rapid flutter beneath her nipple. She brushed her thumb over the hard bud, then leaned in and kissed around it before using her tongue and her lips to give lavish attention to one breast, then the other.
Stormy pulled her closer, and Zoe revelled in every soft whimper and sigh that escaped her lips.
"Zoe, please," she whispered, tugging at Zoe's sports bra, and Zoe pulled back just long enough to let her remove it. The moment her skin was bared, Stormy's mouth was on her, trailing kisses along her throat and down to her chest.
Zoe's knees nearly buckled at the sensation. She walked them backward until Stormy's legs hit the edge of the bed, then guided her down onto the mattress.
Stormy lay back, her dark hair fanning across the pillow as she gazed up at Zoe. The sight took Zoe's breath away as she lowered herself until their bodies pressed together. The contact alone made her throb with need. She kissed Stormy hard, their tongues meeting in a dance before she trailed her lips down Stormy's body, caressing and kissing her breasts, the curve of her hip, the soft plane of her stomach. Her fingers hooked into the waistband of those pale pink panties, and she looked up, seeking permission.
Stormy nodded, lifting her hips to help her slide them down. She was gorgeous and right now, in this moment, Stormy was hers and only hers.
Zoe moved between her legs, pressing lingering kisses to her thighs, moving closer to where Stormy wanted her most. The first touch of her tongue had Stormy arching off the bed with a gasp that turned into a low, throaty moan. Zoe savored the taste of her, the way Stormy's thighs trembled against her shoulders, the fingers that tangled in her hair, alternately gentle and demanding.
"Right there," Stormy breathed, her hips rising to meet Zoe's mouth. "Oh god, just like that."
Zoe lost herself in the rhythm, in the sounds Stormy made, in the way her body responded. When Stormy was about to climax, she teased a finger at her entrance before slowly pressing inside.
Stormy cried out. "More," she pleaded, her voice breaking.
Zoe added another finger, curling them forward as she continued her attentions with her tongue. Stormy's breathing grew more ragged, her thighs tightening around Zoe's head.
"Fuck, you're killing me," Stormy gasped and moaned. "Zoe, I'm⁠—"
The words dissolved into a cry as her body tensed, then shuddered beneath Zoe's touch. Zoe closed her eyes and tried to memorize the beautiful moment that would have been unthinkable only five days ago. She stayed with her through every moan and shiver, gentling her movements as Stormy's climax ebbed.
Stormy tugged weakly at her hair, pulling her upward. "Come here," she whispered.
Crawling back up Stormy's body, Zoe dropped tender kisses along her stomach, between her breasts, at the hollow of her throat. When their faces were level again, Stormy's eyes were half-closed, her lips parted, cheeks flushed with pleasure.
Breathless, she cupped Zoe's face in her hands. "What did you just do to me? I've never... That doesn't normally happen with someone else..."
A surge of pride and tenderness washed over Zoe. "All good things are worth waiting for," she whispered playfully, pressing her forehead against Stormy's. She felt strangely at peace, as if she was exactly where she was supposed to be. And even more peculiar, she felt a deep sense of trust toward this woman who had once betrayed her.
"So true..." Stormy rolled them over, pinning Zoe beneath her. "I hope you slept enough today," she said, shooting her a flirty smile. "Because sleep seems like a terrible waste of time right now."
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Z oe woke to the sound of Stormy's breathing, slow and steady beside her. The room held the blissful stillness of morning, punctuated only by the lazy rotation of the ceiling fan overhead. From somewhere in the building came the faint sounds of Saturday life—a door closing, water running through pipes, the muffled conversation of neighbors.
Stormy lay on her side facing away, one arm tucked beneath the pillow, dark hair spilled across the white cotton. The sheet had slipped during the night, revealing the elegant line of her spine, the few freckles across her shoulders. Her skin looked golden against the pale bedding, and Zoe resisted the urge to trace those freckles with her fingertip.
She breathed in deeply and felt a contentment she hadn't expected to find in this particular bed with this particular woman.
She'd slept better than she had in months. Usually after a challenging charter, her mind would replay every decision, every moment of stress, cataloging what had gone well and what she'd do differently next time. But last night, wrapped in Stormy's arms, her thoughts had simply quieted. For once, she'd been entirely present rather than planning ahead or analyzing the past.
Stormy stirred, turning over slowly. Her eyes opened gradually, focusing on Zoe with the same wonder Zoe felt herself.
"Hi," Stormy whispered, her voice husky with sleep.
"Good morning." Zoe reached out, unable to resist any longer, and brushed a strand of hair away from Stormy's face.
Stormy smiled sweetly. "What time is it?" she murmured, though she made no move to actually check.
"I have no idea," Zoe replied. "And I don't particularly care."
They studied each other's faces in the soft daylight, and Stormy reached across the space between them, her fingertips tracing the outline of Zoe's hand where it rested on the pillow. She squeezed it, as if she was testing whether this was real.
Stormy's phone buzzed from the nightstand, and she groaned, sitting up to grab it. The movement pulled the sheet away from her, and Zoe enjoyed the view while Stormy squinted at the screen.
"Jesus," Stormy muttered, scrolling. "Vanessa's been texting me all night."
Zoe propped herself up on her elbow. "Is she okay?"
Stormy continued reading, her frown deepening with each message. "No," she said finally, setting the phone aside and turning back to Zoe. "But she will be."
"What happened?"
"Exactly what we all knew would happen eventually." Stormy sighed. "Stan called off the wedding. Apparently he and his ex-girlfriend reconnected at that party, and they've decided to give their relationship another shot. He texted Vanessa when we arrived back in Key West to break up with her."
Zoe winced. "That's brutal. Who breaks up via text message?"
"The kind of man who ignores his fiancée for days," Stormy replied with bitter accuracy. "It's for the best, honestly. Maybe someday she'll develop better taste in men and date someone she actually loves instead of just following the money trail. For now, all I can do is be there for her. She's back home with our parents."
"You should go," Zoe said. "I understand. Family is important. I can go home and–"
"No," Stormy interrupted, turning to face her fully. "Yes, family is important. But I've spent my entire adult life dropping everything whenever Vanessa has a crisis. I've always put her needs first." She shrugged. "And today, I just want to be selfish."
Her eyes searched Zoe's face. "I'll see her after work on Monday. Right now, she has Mom and Dad and probably half the wedding party consoling her. She doesn't need me rushing over to hold her hand through a breakup that everyone saw coming from miles away. I'm so tired of being the responsible sister, the one who cleans up messes and provides emotional support on demand." She hesitated. "So… What about us? Where do we go from here?"
Zoe considered the question, her heart doing something complicated behind her ribs. She traced her fingers along Stormy's arm, from shoulder to wrist, marveling at how natural the touch felt. "I don't know about you," she said, catching Stormy's fingers and intertwining them with her own, "but I'm quite happy to continue this... whatever this is." She brought their joined hands to her lips, pressing a soft kiss to Stormy's knuckles. "If that's what you want too."
Relief flooded Stormy's features, and she smiled—a real, unguarded smile that reached her eyes. "I was hoping you'd say that." She paused. "I know you're busy, and that you have family and friends to see in between charters. But I'll be here and I'd love to meet whenever you have time."
Zoe shook her head. "You don't have to work around my schedule like that. Let's see how this goes. You can always come with me to meet my friends." She chuckled, a grin spreading across her face. "Well, you've already met most of them on the charter. Imagine their faces when we show up together at drinks."
Stormy threw her head back and laughed. "God, they're going to hate me. Evil Vanessa's sister."
"They're going to be completely speechless," Zoe corrected, pressing another kiss to Stormy's hand. "Like, jaws-on-the-floor, can't-form-words speechless. This would be the absolute last thing they'd expect." She paused, grinning at the thought. "But they'll also be happy for me. For us."
"And what will you tell them when they ask how this happened?"
Zoe's smile turned mischievous. "That I desperately needed help with my taxes and hired you the week after we docked. Because nothing says 'romance' like a good quarterly expense report."
"Accurate," Stormy agreed solemnly. "My accounting prowess is legendary. Women can't resist a good depreciation schedule."
They dissolved into laughter, the kind that bubbled up from pure joy. When it subsided, they lay looking at each other, fingers still intertwined.
"What do you want to do with your precious free time today?" Stormy asked, running her free hand through Zoe's tousled curls.
Zoe pretended to consider this seriously. "Well, I don't have to be back until Tuesday morning for the next charter. That will be a slightly longer one. Tuesday through Sunday." She did quick math in her head. "That gives us about forty hours. And I want to spend every single one of them with you, if you can spare the time."
"Forty hours," Stormy repeated, as if testing the phrase. "What does one do with forty uninterrupted hours in Key West?"
"Everything." Zoe rolled closer until their bodies pressed together from chest to hip. "We could walk down to Mallory Square and watch the sunset performers. Take my kayak out to the mangroves. Go to the farmers market." She paused, studying Stormy's face. "Or we could stay right here and order takeout and see how many times I can make you forget your own name."
Stormy's breath caught, her pupils dilating as heat flared between them again. "I vote for option two," she said, pulling Zoe closer. "At least for the next twenty hours or so."





AFTERWORD
I hope you’ve loved reading Stormy Waters as much as I’ve loved writing it. If you’ve enjoyed this book, would you consider rating it and reviewing it? Reviews are very important to authors and I’d be really grateful!
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