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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are we going out for cocktails or not?” Jade’s voice, sharp with impatience, cut across the quiet poolside for the fifth time in an hour. “I leave tonight, Summer. I want to enjoy my last few hours with you.”

      Summer shifted on her lounger and propped herself up on one elbow. The humidity and the heat settled into her skin as she rolled her eyes behind her aviators, but she kept her tone deliberately calm. “I really don’t think it’s a good idea. You know what happens when we go out drinking.”

      “Please?”

      “Nope. It’s not happening.” Summer rested back on her lounger, her gaze drifting down to her stomach. She was pleased with the bronze blush it had picked up from the Spanish sun so far. At least something was going to plan.

      But then Jade made a frustrated noise and sat forward, interrupting Summer once again. “I know what you’re doing! And it’s the same thing you’ve been doing since we got here.”

      Summer tensed. She wished she’d never told Jade anything at all. With a sigh, she swung her legs over the edge of the lounger and glared at her best friend. “What are you talking about?”

      You know exactly what she’s talking about.

      Jade scoffed. “You. You’re watching her again.”

      Summer didn’t bother to lie. What would be the point? She had spent the better part of the morning pretending to read a book, or pretending to tan, or pretending to listen to Jade. When all she’d really done was watch the woman on the balcony. Summer had never been a poolside person before, but something about that balcony…her…it kept Summer rooted in her spot. She hadn’t wandered beyond the boutique hotel in three days.

      She followed Jade’s line of sight as she always did, and there she was. The woman, her arms stretched along the glass railing like a goddess surveying her kingdom, her presence alone commanding attention. Tall, dark-haired, and elegant in a way Summer couldn’t explain. It was like she’d walked off the page of a book Summer wasn’t supposed to be reading. Her white linen shirt hung open to reveal the kind of black bikini that never had to try too hard.

      Summer should look away, she should have done so days ago, but she didn’t.

      You’ve sworn yourself off dating.

      And she had…but this? This wasn’t about romance. Not really. It was about that pull. That inexplicable draw to someone you hadn’t even spoken to. The kind of thing that made your chest ache and your skin tingle all at once. Captivating wasn’t even the word Summer would use. No, that woman was a living distraction. 

      “You’re a terrible liar,” Jade said, breaking the moment and Summer’s stare. “I can’t believe you’re going to deprive me of my last night here with you.”

      Summer exhaled slowly. Jade’s voice, once teasing, now bordered on hurt. But Summer was sticking to her guns for once. She didn’t have the energy to head out into the town, and Jade couldn’t board a flight drunk. “We’ve been out almost every night for two weeks, Jade. I just want to be for a minute.”

      Jade rolled her eyes, her voice dipping in sarcasm as she said, “Sounds enthralling. I can hardly wait.”

      “I’m serious,” Summer said, trying not to snap. “We’ll go down to the restaurant and have a few drinks before dinner. Something chilled.”

      Jade shrugged and lay back. “Wake me in an hour.”

      Summer’s attention drifted back up to the balcony. She didn’t mean to look, she wasn’t sure she’d ever meant to, it had just…happened. Time and time again.

      Only this time, the woman was looking right back.

      Summer froze. She had no idea what to do. They were just…staring at one another. Then, like the complete idiot that she was, Summer lifted a hand and waved.

       A wave, seriously?

      She scoffed to herself and collapsed back onto her lounger, suddenly very aware of how awkward she must look. She tipped her face towards the sun and tried to look casual while keeping her eyes on the balcony from behind her sunglasses. Fuck, she’s hot. There was something about the way she held herself. A quiet power.

      And then, like a pin to a balloon, the illusion popped.

      A man stepped onto the balcony, and two children followed, running straight into her arms. She crouched to hug them, laughing, and her face lit up in a way that made Summer ache more than she’d expected.

      Of course she’s straight.

      Summer stared for a moment longer before sighing. This was ridiculous. She didn’t even know her name. And Summer, well, she was supposed to be here for a reset. Not some pointless, impossible fantasy.

      She looked up—just once more—and to her complete disbelief, the woman was watching her again. And then…she waved. Not just politely or distractedly. No, it was an intentional wave. One that said, ‘I see you’.

      Summer blinked repeatedly as her lips parted. She couldn’t move and she couldn’t respond. What would she respond with? As she gazed back at her mystery woman, she realised that wave had changed something. It made the fantasy feel less like a delusion, and that maybe it was a thread worth pulling.

      Tías had already started to feel like home in the short two weeks Summer had been here. Certainly more than England ever had. There was nothing left for her back in the UK other than noise, and loss, and places that reminded her too much of who she used to be. This move had been about space and about healing. Perhaps one day it could be about something more. Rebuilding.

      She hadn’t come here looking for love, and she certainly hadn’t come here to fall for someone with a husband and two kids. But there was a flicker of hope now. A possibility she didn’t dare name. Maybe one day she could find love. She nudged Jade’s arm. “Hey.”

      “Mm?” Jade’s eyes remained closed.

      “About those drinks…”

      Jade sat up instantly, a grin forming on her mouth. “I knew you were my best friend for a reason.”

      “One more hour in the sun,” Summer said, holding up a finger, “and then we’ll get ready. I have already booked dinner, though, so nothing too rowdy.”

      “I’m going to miss you so much.”

      Summer reached out and squeezed Jade’s hand. “You know you’re welcome to visit any time.”

      “Once you’ve got your own place, I want an invite before anyone else.”

      Summer smiled. “You’ll be the first.”

      Jade scrambled to her feet and cocked her head towards the pool. “Come on. Pool time.”

      Summer groaned. “You just watched me put lotion on like twenty minutes ago.”

      “Yeah, but now the woman on the balcony can watch you apply it all over again. She probably quite likes the wet and shiny look.”

      “Don’t even.” Summer stood up reluctantly, her heart still racing from her tiny exchange with balcony woman moments ago. “That’s a ridiculous thought.”

      “But it’s one you’re definitely thinking about.” Jade wiggled her eyebrows and dived into the water, eventually surfacing with a smug smile. “You and mystery woman could get hot and bothered in here one evening.”

      “If only,” Summer whispered to herself.

      And this time, she meant it.
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        * * *

      

      Summer stood out on the terrace of her apartment, her fingers wrapped around a glass of iced water. The evening air wasn’t any less humid than it had been today, but it wasn’t exactly a hard life. Summer could deal with the hot weather if it meant she was happier out here. And so far, regardless of the fact she was making the move alone, she was happier.

      A calm, relaxed environment.

      Summer sighed. At twenty-six, she supposed she should be throwing on something short and glittery, while she geared up for a drunken night on the strip. After all, that’s what people her age did, but she didn’t have it in her tonight. She didn’t need to stumble home at sunrise or play designated wing-woman while Jade tried to decode who was queer and who was just friendly in Lanzarote. What she needed was this. The stillness. The heat of the evening. The kind of quiet that allowed her to breathe fully.

      Jade, of course, had other plans.

      Summer loved her. She had done since they were kids building dodgy sandcastles on Blackpool Beach during the summer months. But somewhere along the way, their paths had stopped running parallel. Jade still craved the chaos—nights out, loud music, and flirtation on tap—while Summer had grown used to something quieter. Something steadier. Nights like this. Dinner, a glass of wine or two, and then the comfort of her apartment within the gorgeous little boutique hotel she’d splurged on.

      She took another sip of water, listening to the distant splash of someone diving into the pool below. Her terrace overlooked the lower part of the hotel, where people were lining up for their dinner reservations as the sun faded to a tiny corner of the pool level. It was a perfect view, and this felt like the perfect moment.

      And yet, a shadow lingered at the edges of her mind. Her family’s history with alcohol had made its mark. It was the reason she didn’t reach for sangria the way others did. It was the reason she’d been raised not by her parents, but by the two people who had poured love into her as though it was their sole purpose on earth. Her grandparents had stepped in when life had gone sideways for Summer. They had raised her with soft discipline, deep love and warmth, and endless patience when she hadn’t known which direction she was going in.

      And then she’d lost them both within a year of each other.

      The grief still clung to her in moments like this; moments when she could stop and think. But it was their love that had built the foundation for this new life. The life she was cautiously starting here.

      She smiled at the memory of the solicitor’s office, expecting nothing more than a small, precious belonging that she could keep safe…maybe the straw donkey from the conservatory or her nanna’s precious plates. Instead, she’d been handed the key to her future. Her grandparents had left her everything. The house, their savings, and the encouragement to go and live.

      And she had.

      Why Tías? Because this town, with its dusty corners and warm evenings, held her most precious memories. Beach days. Tiled cafés. Sunsets with her grandad whistling low and tuneless as they walked back to their apartment. Out here, she could still feel them.

      She turned slightly as Jade’s muttering filled the quiet she’d been enjoying. “Are you nearly ready?”

      “Yes. Coming. Two minutes!”

      “You said that twenty minutes ago.”

      “Two minutes. Promise!”

      Summer smiled to herself and shook her head. Some things never changed.

      She took one last look over the terrace. The pool area was beginning to empty, and the line of guests preparing for the evening’s indulgences had grown. Her own plans were more subdued, and Summer liked it that way. She still had two weeks before picking up the keys to her flat on the strip. Until then, she’d let herself enjoy the luxury of this place. Her grandparents wouldn’t have begrudged her a month at a five-star hotel, not when they were the ones who had made it possible.

      She’d figure the rest out soon enough. There were familiar faces here, people she’d met over the years. Her camera—her ever-present companion—was ready for whatever this chapter brought. She didn’t need a plan yet. Just a bit of peace. And once Jade had flown home later tonight, that peace was Summer’s for the taking.

      “Right. I’m ready.” Jade finally appeared, looking as beautiful as always, her hair swept back off her face. “You were looking for her again.”

      Summer rolled her eyes and raked a hand through her recently cut hair. The shorter style was a blessing in this heat, and the beach wave she’d mastered recently looked great with her tan. “Actually, I wasn’t.”

      “Looking very good tonight, Hastings.” Jade nudged her with a grin, eyeing Summer’s loose tank top and linen shorts. “Dressing to impress?”

      “It’s thirty degrees and the humidity is killing me. I’m dressing to survive.” She stepped into the apartment, slipped on her sandals, and locked the door behind her as they made their way down to the restaurant.

      “Hey,” Jade said as she fell into step with her and looped her arm through Summer’s. “You know I’m only joking with you about the woman on the balcony, right?”

      “I know.”

      A moment of quiet settled between them. 

      Familiar. 

      Comfortable. 

      Just what Summer needed.

      “So, what are you going to do once I leave?” Jade asked.

      “Relax. Sleep. Think about nothing for a bit. Maybe go through my portfolio and update it.”

      It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was hers.

      Julie greeted them at the restaurant entrance with a familiar smile. Summer was almost certain she’d worked every dinner service since they’d landed two weeks ago, but the pay out here wasn’t great. Most staff had to work almost daily to make ends meet. “Ladies. Usual table?”

      Summer returned a smile of her own. “That would be great, thanks.”

      They were led through the low-lit restaurant to a tucked-away table near the back. The moment Summer sat down, her skin prickled. She didn’t need to lift her head to know that someone was watching her. That someone was the very someone she spent every waking moment thinking about lately. Her presence was so powerful that it was felt from across the room. Still, she kept her eyes on the menu.

      “Oh, I think I’ll have the lamb tonight,” Jade mused, flipping a page.

      Summer scanned the menu but didn’t process a word.

      “Or maybe the steak.”

      “I think I’ll just have the chicken Caesar,” Summer murmured as she set her menu aside. “Glass of Sangria?”

      “Perfect.” Jade folded her hands under her chin, surprising Summer. Her best friend would usually insist on a jug rather than a glass. “I’ve had the best time here. I don’t want it to end.”

      “You’ll be back,” Summer said. “You promised.”

      “I know. And I do promise.”

      Julie returned to their table with a deep red bottle of wine and two pristine glasses.

      Summer frowned. “We…didn’t order this.”

      Julie placed it down with a smile. “It’s from Prue. She asked me to bring it over.”

      “I don’t know anyone named Prue.”

      “She owns the place,” Julie said, tilting her head slightly. Summer followed her line of sight when Julie turned and acknowledged someone with a nod. “When Prue sends a drink, you accept it.”

      Prue.

      The woman from the balcony. The same woman Summer had spent too much time watching from afar like some hopeless cliché. Only now, she had a name, and a table of her own across the restaurant. Her gaze locked on Summer’s as she waved. A small gesture, but one that sent a rush of heat to Summer’s cheeks.

      Those eyes, whatever colour they were, were dangerous.

      “Are you even here right now?” Jade clicked her fingers in front of her face. “Summer?”

      “Huh?” Summer snapped out of her daze and focused on Jade. “Sorry, what?”

      “You were staring.”

      Summer snorted. “I was not.”

      “Oh, now I see why.” Jade smirked as she briefly glanced over her shoulder. “You want me to disappear so you can have your sexy wine with your sexy admirer?”

      “She sent us wine.” Summer stared at the bottle, unable to understand why.

      “So?”

      “This place is full, Jade. Why us?”

      “Maybe she thinks you’re cute or maybe she’s just being polite.” Jade lifted a shoulder. “Or maybe she just wanted to.”

      Summer peeked over again. Prue had returned to her menu, giving her the perfect opportunity to try and get a read on her. “She doesn’t strike me as the polite type.” Summer laughed. “Fucking brutal, maybe. But polite? No, I don’t see it.”

      Jade tried to look, but Summer stopped her. “Don’t look right over at her.”

      “Then what am I meant to do?” Jade’s brows drew together. “Why are you being so weird?”

      “Because she’s…I don’t know. She looks like she eats people for breakfast. Look at her posture. Those shoulders.” Summer groaned. “That smile. That wine.” She pushed the bottle away, feeling more flustered now than ever before. “She screams bad news.”

      Jade cocked her head. “Are you telling me that or trying to convince yourself?”

      Summer reached for the bottle, poured a glass, and took a long sip. Her eyes fluttered closed at the taste. God, it was ridiculously good. It was divine.

      Summer sighed. “Even if she picks one hell of a wine, she’s probably a bitch. And definitely bad news.”

      Jade leaned back in her chair, clearly amused as she smirked and lifted a brow in Summer’s direction. “Sure. Got it. Bitch, bad news, and possibly your future wife.”

      “Shut up.” Summer’s gaze slid across the restaurant once more, landing right where it always did as she quietly said, “Prue.”
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      Summer sat curled up on the terrace chair, her legs tucked up and her arms wrapped loosely around her knees. The sky had darkened, the grounds of the hotel had quietened, but Summer was stuck in her head instead of enjoying the peace and quiet. An hour ago, she’d waved Jade off to the airport with a hug and promises to visit the UK again soon, and now…she was alone.

      Summer’s gaze drifted across the terraces on the other side of the upper level—some lit, others not—her thoughts tangled and messy. The hotel was beautiful, it was quiet and had acted as a balm in recent weeks, but the wine from Prue earlier on in the evening had knocked her equilibrium. She couldn’t stop thinking about it. Not because of what it was, but because of what it wasn’t. It wasn’t casual. It didn’t feel like something Prue did for everyone. No way. And if it had been nothing more than a friendly bottle of wine, why had it taken two weeks?

      Summer sighed and dragged a hand through her hair. This was one of her downfalls, the ability to spin stories out of nothing while her mind filled in blanks that didn’t need to be filled. It was just a bottle of wine. A thank you. A gesture. Jade had said as much. Maybe Prue really was just being polite.

      As usual, Summer’s knee-jerk response had been to assume the worst. To write off Prue as cold and calculating. But maybe that said more about Summer than it did about Prue. She didn’t even know the woman. All she had to go by was her elegant silhouette on the balcony. 

      Just let it lie.

      She reached for her MacBook and opened it on her thighs, choosing to log into her social media. It was more out of habit than interest. She didn’t want to obsess over what she’d left behind in the UK, but the curiosity always seemed to inch its way in when she was alone. Her heart ached when she saw friends and acquaintances filter through her timeline. Life was moving on without her. 

      And then a face appeared that made her pause.

      Bryony.

      Her ex.

      They hadn’t ended badly. They’d just wanted different things. Opposite paths. Bryony was ready for the domestic chapter of her life with babies, structure, and something rooted, while Summer wanted to roam, explore, and…breathe. Just weeks before she’d left England, she had bumped into Bryony and her new girlfriend. A girlfriend who had made it perfectly clear that Summer was no longer welcome in Bryony’s life. She’d hoped to separate and remain friends, but it wasn’t to be, and that was okay.

      The sound of heels approaching echoed off the whitewashed walls, causing Summer to pause and frown. The sound was sharp and confident, and as the echoing stopped, Summer looked up and froze.

      Prue.

      The woman from the balcony…the woman from the restaurant, was now standing a few feet away, strikingly beautiful in a short black dress and heels that had Summer salivating. 

      “H-hi.” Summer stumbled over her words, her composure almost crumbling. She quickly kicked herself back to reality and smiled. “Thank you for the wine earlier.”

      “You’re welcome.” Prue leaned against the wall, one ankle crossed over the other, that casual poise and intense dominance sending a thrill through Summer’s body. “I noticed your friend checked out this evening.”

      Summer swallowed, momentarily caught off-guard. Anyone else would question how this woman knew something like that, but she did own the hotel. “Yeah. She was only here for two weeks.”

      Prue lifted a brow. “But you’re here longer…and alone.” 

      “I’m here until I’m not, really.” Summer closed her laptop and set it aside, instinctively straightening in her chair. “Was there something you needed?” She folded her arms across her chest, a reflex she wasn’t aware of until it was done. Prue was intoxicating, but there was still something off about her, something Summer couldn’t place. “It’s just that I have stuff to do.”

      Prue pushed off the wall and stepped closer as she slipped something from her pocket. “Tomorrow night.” Her eyes slowly travelled up Summer’s legs. “I have a drinks event at my villa.”

      “O…kay.” Summer frowned inwardly, wondering where this was going. Prue had a presence, one that was all-consuming, and Summer knew that attention was beginning to feel dangerous. She didn’t have it in her to accept the attention from Prue. Not when she was wary of her.

      “I was planning to invite you and your friend. But since she’s gone, it’ll just be you.”

      “That’s really nice of you, but I don’t think I can make it.” Summer’s body tensed when Prue’s gaze lingered. “But thanks for the invite.”

      “Well, if anything changes,” Prue said as she stepped onto the terrace and set a sleek business card on the table, “you can find me here.”

      Summer glanced down, her hands clammy when she landed on Prue’s private address on the back of the business card. “W-why?” Summer asked, the breath catching in her throat from the mere look Prue was giving her. She couldn’t even really call it a look. Prue just had the most beautiful dark eyes. “I mean, why are you inviting me to your drinks event?”

      “I’ve seen you around here a lot lately.” Prue pulled out the empty chair across from Summer and sat, folding one leg neatly over the other. “And I noticed you’re booked in for another two weeks.”

      “I am, yes.”

      “Not many people spend a month here, Summer. And even fewer spend two weeks alone.” Prue smiled but it wasn’t that full smile Summer had seen on several occasions from the balcony. “Are you running away from something?”

      Summer laughed. “No. I’m not running from anything.”

      “Mm.” Prue slid a hand slowly down her thigh, and Summer had to force her eyes back up to her face. Her dress revealed more than it covered but somehow managed to do so tastefully. Powerfully. “Something tells me that’s not true.”

      “I’m really not.” Summer straightened again. “Why do you think I am?”

      “A gorgeous woman, here, all alone?”

      “Maybe I want to be alone.” Summer noted the defensiveness in her voice. It was mostly down to the fact that she hated that she cared what this woman thought of her, or that she could read her when she didn’t even know Summer. But still…her cheeks flushed at being called gorgeous. She shook it off, deciding to make it clear that she wasn’t playing whatever game Prue was trying to involve her in. “I don’t know what it is you’re trying to do, but I’m not interested. I’m just here to live my life, mind my own business, and relax.”

      “Right, well.” Prue stood slowly and brushed her hands down the front of her dress. “Forgive me for intruding. I’ll do the very same and mind my own business.” She cleared her throat, those eyes no longer soft. “I don’t usually mingle with guests. I’ll bear your reaction to me doing so in mind and take it as my leave.”

      Summer lifted her head and gazed back at Prue. She probably shouldn’t have been so defensive at a simple observation, but Prue was worlds apart from Summer. Surely Prue saw that, too.

      Prue leaned forward and pressed both palms to the table between them. “If you change your mind, please feel free to show up.”

      Summer’s heart started to pound. The scent of Prue’s perfume—something rich, expensive, and impossible to ignore—coupled with the very intimate view of her cleavage…was massively distracting. Fuck, this woman was something else. Still, Summer managed a neutral smile. “Y-yeah, thanks.”

      “Have a beautiful evening, Summer.” Prue took the corner of her bottom lip between her teeth, her stare pinning Summer to her chair with infuriating ease. “It was lovely to finally meet you.”

      “Y-you too.” Summer sunk further in her seat. One more word from Prue, one more lingering gaze, and Summer didn’t know what she would be capable of. “Thanks again for the wine.”

      “Any time.”

      And just like that…Prue was gone, leaving behind her scent, her invitation, and Summer completely undone.
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        * * *

      

      Summer rubbed at her forehead, pressing the heels of her palm against the tension that had been building since last night. Her sleep had been patchy at best, her brain now caught in a frustrating loop of what had happened on the terrace. The way Prue had stood there calm and unreadable while figuring Summer out within a split second. It has unnerved her, and Summer didn’t like it. She didn’t like that a woman, so confident and full of life, could practically reach into her mind and pluck out the worst parts.

      Because really, Summer guessed she was running. Even if she’d told herself she wasn’t and that her grandparents had set this up perfectly for her without any of them knowing. Summer knew deep down that she didn’t need to move all the way to Lanzarote to enjoy her life.

      But this is where you want to be.

      She’d spent the last twenty minutes on the phone to Jade, going over the events of last night while wishing more than anything that her best friend was still here. Even if it was only so she could drag Jade to Prue’s drinks event so it didn’t feel like a solo mission into the unknown. “She just…turned up while I was sitting on the terrace.”

      “Right.”

      Summer’s gaze drifted towards the ocean, glittering and endless under the late morning sun. “And I knew she was gorgeous, but up close? Fucking hell, she’s a masterpiece, Jade.”

      “So, this drinks thing tonight. You’re going, right?”

      “No. I can’t.” God, Summer wanted to go more than she cared to admit, but it didn’t mean she should. “I have stuff to do.”

      “Like what?”

      “Just…stuff.” Even in her own head, that sounded pathetic. Summer could feel Jade’s raised eyebrow and rolling eyes from across the ocean.

      “I think you should go. It could be good.” There was the click of keys in the background as Jade typed away, barely pausing as she multitasked between her best friend duties and work. “She could even sweep you off your feet!”

      “She’s married, Jade. You’ve seen the man she’s always with. The kids, too.”

       Summer had gone over every detail in her mind since last night, dissecting every glance and every word. The flirtation hadn’t been subtle, but then again, Summer guessed that people like Prue were experts at saying or doing just enough to keep you wondering.

      “That doesn’t mean a thing.” It seemed Jade wasn’t budging on this. “Look, you don’t know that’s her husband or if they’re her kids. They could be anything to her.”

      God, how Summer wanted to believe that. “You’re telling me a woman like her isn’t married and is gay?”

      “I’m telling you that you won’t know unless you show up there tonight.”

      In Summer’s world, this kind of thing didn’t happen to people like her. That was precisely why she was in two minds about it all. The disbelief, the self-doubt, the fear…they all ate away at her whenever she thought about Prue. “I have absolutely nothing to offer a successful businesswoman, Jade.”

      “Babe, anyone would be lucky to have you.” Jade sighed. “Go to that villa, delve deeper, and find out what it is she needs someone to offer her.”

      Summer snorted. “I don’t think I’ve ever delved into anything.”

      “You seriously need to give yourself more credit. Prue showed up there last night for a reason. She invited you to her private villa for a reason. I think you’d be a fool to turn down that invitation.” Jade paused, then, with perfect dryness said, “I mean, what? You’re just going to sit in your room all night twiddling your thumbs?”

      Summer’s mouth twitched. She could think of something else she’d like to be twiddling. Oh, stop it. “Probably, yeah.”

      “Well, you do that then. Sit alone and look at the walls all night.”

      She could hear the irritation in Jade’s voice. But this just wasn’t who Summer was. She didn’t chase women, and she didn’t get swept up in fantasies involving alluring hotel owners with commanding presences and devastating smiles. Especially not older, married women who may or may not have been flirting.

      She sighed and brushed a strand of hair from her face as she wandered away from the beach and towards the hill. Her calves immediately protested. She’d already walked this hill a million times since she’d landed. It seemed her muscles had had enough of it.

      Then her mind wandered to Prue again. Even if she entertained the idea, what if Prue wanted nothing more than a fling? Summer wasn’t that person. She didn’t do casual. She’d never had a one-night stand in her life, and even if she could stomach the thought, she’d never enjoy it. Sex without some kind of connection just didn’t appeal to her.

      “I don’t know what to do, Jade. I don’t want to seem rude by dismissing her invitation, but I also don’t know why the hell she’s invited me there.”

      “Like I said, you won’t know unless you turn up.”

      Summer paused at a curve in the path and lifted her gaze towards the rooftops in the distance. Her hotel, with its pristine balconies and beautiful distractions, was just about visible. It was a place that was starting to feel less like a holiday and more like a turning point.

      Jade was right. This was supposed to be a fresh start. A new life. And what was the point of a new life if she wasn’t willing to try new things? “Do you really think it’ll be that easy? I don’t want to go there all dressed up and she’s not even interested in me.”

      “She came to your room, Summer. I think she’s definitely interested in you.”

      “I’ll think about it.” Summer adjusted her bag, her Nikon slung over her shoulder and held tight against her hip. “I’ve got all day to decide. Maybe having an extra-long walk will clear my head and I’ll know what to do by the end of the day.”

      “Okay, well, I’m only on a half day at work today and I’m just about done, so I’ll let you get on with that walk and hopefully you decide to do the right thing.”

      “Okay.” Summer wiped the sheen of sweat from her brow as she tackled another steep incline. “I’ll talk to you in a few days.”

      “Any updates, I want to know.”

      Summer smiled, doubtful there would be any updates. “I know. I know.”

      “Bye. I miss you.”

      “I miss you, too.” She hung up and slipped her phone into the front pocket of her camera bag, each step she took slow but steady. This hill was relentless, but the hotel was finally in full view.

      Would it really be such a bad idea to go to Prue’s villa tonight?

      It didn’t have to mean anything. Summer could show up, have one drink, listen to music, and leave early. She could come home knowing she’d been polite in accepting the invitation and shown her face. Basically, there were no expectations. Even though deep down, something told her it wasn’t going to be that simple.

      She gripped her camera strap across her chest tighter and picked up her pace, the sun scorching her arms as the hot breeze tangled her hair. A mocktail by the pool, that was her next move. Something cold, something bright. She had a late lunch booked—a table for one for the first time since she’d arrived—and if the universe was feeling particularly cruel or kind, she may just bump into Prue again.
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      With her phone gripped tightly in one hand, Prue checked the clock for the third time in under a minute. The digital numbers on the screen hadn’t changed nearly enough. In fact, she was almost certain that time had chosen to stand still. Prue exhaled and rested her head back against the cool stone pillar on the terrace.

      She didn’t know what had gotten into her last night. The moment she’d made that decision and walked up to Summer’s apartment, it had felt bold and exciting. For two weeks, she’d watched Summer from a safe distance. From behind sunglasses and behind her own carefully cultivated aloofness. She’d watched and waited, calculating when the right moment would be to strike up a conversation and test the water. Apparently, last night hadn’t been it.

      Summer hadn’t exactly welcomed her presence and Prue didn’t blame her. She didn’t know the first thing about Prue. Why would she have been thrilled by some uninvited attention from the hotel owner? It wasn’t normal, Prue knew that, but she hadn’t been able to help herself.

      She sighed, frustrated and full of self-awareness. She shouldn’t have gone to Summer’s room. She shouldn’t have crossed that line. But there was something about Summer, something captivating and magnetic that made Prue’s restraint falter. Before she’d known what she was doing, she was digging deeper. Had she checked the guest system to see whether Summer’s booking had changed from a double occupancy to single? Yes. Had she felt bad about it? Not especially.

      Summer had always been in company until yesterday, and Prue had realised it had been the perfect opportunity to say hello. It hadn’t been about sex…not entirely. No, this felt different. There was something in Summer’s manner, in her quiet introspection and her directness, that had unsettled Prue in the best possible way. She wanted to know Summer and that was all there was to it. And then she’d walked away from that terrace encounter feeling dismissed. Not humiliated exactly, but thrown. It wasn’t often that happened.

      The soft glint of car headlights cut across the winding road outside the villa. Prue’s breath caught, hoping it would be the one woman she wanted to see this evening, but the lights passed by, a flash of hope fading as quickly as it had arrived. Her hand tightened around her phone again.

      Maybe she should have been honest. Maybe she should have asked for Summer’s number when she had the chance and said something real instead of performing her usual ritual of being a little standoffish. But honesty had never been easy for Prue, not when it came to vulnerability. She could seduce a room with a single look, but asking a woman if she wanted to know her? That was uncharted territory.

      She stared out into the dark for another moment, trying to quiet the irritation rising in her chest. Was it the rejection that bothered her, or the not knowing? Because Summer had spent two weeks watching her from her lounger. That hadn’t been imagined.

      God, she was stunning. Fresh-faced, a little wild around the edges, but stunning. Prue hadn’t even hesitated at the age gap. She’d hovered over Summer’s passport details earlier in the week, that ever-present temptation nudging at her curiosity, but she’d stopped herself from caring about Summer’s age the moment she saw her date of birth. Because it didn’t matter. She wanted to know Summer and that was enough.

      “Great party, Prue.” A guest strolled past, cocktail in hand, her eyes sparkling from too much cava. “As always.”

      “Thank you,” she replied with an effortless smile in place, trained by years of hosting. Her voice may have been smooth, but her stomach was in knots. “I’ll catch up with you in a little while.”

      As the guest disappeared around the corner of the villa, her smile faltered. Prue glanced down at her phone again with her thumb hovering over the screen. Should she call the front desk and ask if Summer had left the hotel for the evening? No. Even Prue had a line, and making that call was a step too far. 

      With a sigh, she pushed off the pillar and turned back towards the villa. Laughter floated from inside, music played just low enough to enjoy it, but Prue was ready for the evening to end. 

      Summer wasn’t coming.
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        * * *

      

      As the taxi rumbled to a halt outside enormous iron gates, Summer inhaled deeply and tried to still the nerves fluttering in her chest. They were intense, almost intense enough for her to ask the driver to turn around, but she wouldn’t. She’d made it this far, even if she couldn’t believe she’d actually gone through with it. She was here. Outside Prue’s villa.

      Oh, God.

      She paid the driver and stepped out into the warmth of the evening. The sound of laughter drifted over the walls, mingling with what sounded like water. There was no loud music or clinking of glasses, just the tranquil lapping of a pool. 

      Summer hesitated. Was this a party, or something far more intimate?

      The gates opened with a soft, almost eerie automation, and Summer slipped through, adjusting her messenger bag over her shoulder. Her sandals crunched quietly over the pristine stone path, the size of the villa already making her feel tiny. But it wasn’t the grandeur that made her heart skip as she moved further onto the grounds, it was the woman waiting on the terrace.

      Tall.

      Elegant.

      That dark hair catching in the last glow of the sun.

      “You made it.” Prue’s voice hit low and like velvet, causing Summer to shiver despite the heat. “I didn’t think you would.”

      “I thought it would be rude if I didn’t show up.” Summer’s grip on her bag strap tightened as she swallowed down her nerves. She suddenly felt all wrong. Certainly too casual, perhaps too unsure and too unprepared as well.

      “Not at all.” Prue smiled. “You probably thought I was crazy when I turned up at your room.”

      “About that.” Summer cleared her throat. God, she felt like a novice in front of this woman. “I’m sorry about the way I spoke to you. I just didn’t expect you to be there.”

      Prue lifted a hand and shook her head. “I arrived unannounced and asked questions I had no right to ask. I should be the one apologising to you.”

      “It’s okay. Really.” 

      Prue cocked her head, those eyes sparkling and taking Summer’s breath away for the millionth time. “Then follow me.”

      Summer followed as Prue turned and led her along the terrace, still disoriented by how surreal this all felt. The grounds were immaculate, framed with soft lighting and Indian stone. “This place is huge.” Then Summer’s gaze landed on the horizon…on the breathtaking gradient of orange, gold, and pink melting into the sea. “Wow.”

      “I invited you here because I knew you would appreciate that.” Prue glanced sideways, that smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “The camera that is often in your hand hasn’t gone unnoticed by me.”

      “R-right, yeah.” Summer felt her heart dip. That’s why she was invited. For the view. For the lens. Not for herself. She should have known. No, she did know. Nobody ever invited her anywhere for herself. “I’m…here for the sunset.”

      “Isn’t it beautiful.” Prue’s voice quietened, her own gaze fixed out to the west.

      “Yeah, it really is.” Summer stepped past her and let the moment settle inside her. She could focus on the disappointment she felt, or she could accept this invitation for what it was. An evening with a remarkable woman, even if it didn’t mean anything more. “You must really have a beautiful view during the day, too.”

      “The best in Tías.” Prue smiled as she turned to Summer. “My drinks event finishes at nine, but you’re welcome to stay a while longer.”

      Summer’s brow creased. “Oh. I thought it would have just been getting started around now.” She checked her watch. It was only eight thirty. “I should probably just leave when everyone else does.”

      Prue leaned in slightly, the scent of her perfume wrapping around Summer in the most beautiful of ways. “At least stay and have a drink with me.”

      Summer knew she should say no. She knew she should keep things simple. But when her eyes met Prue’s, soft and smoky grey, her resistance melted. “Just one.”

      “May I bring something out to you?”

      Summer nodded, easing into the atmosphere. She was here now, she may as well enjoy herself. “Okay.”

      As Prue walked inside, Summer watched her, admiring the curve of her back and the confidence in her stride. Around her, guests mingled against the sunset, their bodies slick with pool water as laughter echoed around the terrace. No one paid Summer any attention, and that was just as well. These people were not her kind of people.

      She scanned the crowd. There was no sign of the man or the children she’d often seen with Prue at the hotel. Maybe Jade was right. Maybe Prue was available.

      Summer laughed quietly to herself at the thought. Even if she was, she could do so much better. That was a fact Summer had long accepted. She clutched her camera bag to her stomach, suddenly reminded of what she had brought with her. A photograph she had taken from her terrace that morning of Prue.

      She hadn’t planned to give it to Prue tonight, but something about the image had stirred her. Compelled her. The moment had felt like it needed to be captured. But she would wait for the right time.

      “Here.” Prue returned and gently touched Summer’s shoulder. “Try this.”

      Summer turned slightly and accepted the cocktail. “What is it?”

      “Try it first.”

      She narrowed her eyes and took a cautious sip. The alcohol hit instantly, bold and heady as it slid down Summer’s throat. She wouldn’t need many of those before she was on her back. “Phew. That’s…a lot.”

      Prue winked. “It’s one of my favourites. Do you like it?”

      “Mm.” Summer sipped again, this time letting the flavour unfold. “It’s gorgeous. What is it?”

      “The leg spreader.”

      Summer almost choked.

      “You think this one is good, you should try sex on my face.”

      She did choke this time, coughing as she lowered the glass. “Excuse me?”

      “The…cocktail. Sex on my face.”

      Oh, I don’t know about the drink, but I’d certainly like to try the real thing. 

      That thought flashed through Summer’s mind, shocking her back to reality. She quickly swallowed. One more of these drinks and Prue would find her laid out like an offering.

      “I think you’d like that one.” Prue leaned in again, a mischievous look settling in her eyes.

      “Oh, I’m sure I would.” Summer winced and clenched her jaw. “I mean⁠—”

      “Summer, I’m just teasing you.” Prue’s hand came to rest on her knee. “Just relax.”

      “I’m trying to.” Summer exhaled a long, slow breath, her eyes fixed on the hand on her knee. “I’m really trying.”

      “Can I get you something to eat?”

      “Oh, no thank you.” Summer smiled. Despite her earlier hesitation, Prue had been a gracious host. “I had dinner before I left the hotel.”

      Prue’s eyes locked with Summer’s. “Is the food good enough for you?” 

      “The food at the hotel is great.”

      “New chef. I’m still on the fence about him.”

      “Well, don’t be. I haven’t had a bad meal since I got here.” And that was the truth. Summer had chosen Prue’s hotel because of the food reviews. If she was going to splurge before she settled into life here, then she wanted good food. “Really, it’s all been amazing.”

      “I’ll keep your opinion of him in mind.”

      Summer offered a dismissive shrug. “I’m sure you won’t. I’m just a guest.”

      “And I value your opinion.”

      Something about that settled in Summer’s chest. Did she feel special for being here? In some ‘I hope you notice me’ kind of way, yes. Prue had mentioned last night that she didn’t mingle with guests, so Summer had to ask. “Do you invite all of your guests to your private villa?”

      “No, I don’t.” A faint flush coloured Prue’s cheeks as she dipped her head, but Summer noticed.

      “Then why me? Of all the people in that hotel, why did you invite me here tonight?”

      “I believe I’ve already answered that. The sunset.”

      “Right.” Summer nodded, but the answer didn’t feel quite right. Not when Prue had flirted so openly. Perhaps it was just who she was. A flirt and a tease. “The sunset.”

      “Why did you come here?” Prue asked, her voice soft as she searched Summer’s face. “You had no intention of coming here last night when I invited you, so why the change of heart?”

      “To apologise.”

      “You could have done that this morning at breakfast. Or…when you were photographing me on my balcony.”

      Summer’s heart jumped. She’d hoped Prue hadn’t noticed. Fuck! “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to overstep.”

      “You didn’t overstep,” Prue said gently. “But that doesn’t explain why you’re here.”

      Summer hesitated. She hated lies. Even the small ones. “Honestly?” She set her drink down and turned to Prue fully. She was at risk of her nerves getting the better of her, but it was easier to come clean and then never have to wonder ‘what if’ when Prue blew her off. “You really want to know why I’m here?”

      “Yes. I do.”

      “Because you’re gorgeous. That’s the entire reason I’m here.” Summer shook her head as she ran a hand through her hair. “You invited me and I didn’t want to miss out on the chance to spend some time with you. I’ve spent the last two weeks dying to know your name, never mind speak to you.”

      Silence.

      Deafening silence.

      “And now I’m just going to leave.” Summer stood, mortified by how easy the truth had slipped from her mouth. “Thank you for inviting me over and thank you for the cocktail. You really do have a beautiful home.”

      Prue was up in a flash, her hand gently catching Summer’s wrist. “Don’t go.”

      “I should.” Summer dipped her head, her heart pounding in her ears. If she looked at Prue now, it would undo her completely.

      “I’d like it if you stayed.” The sincerity in Prue’s voice drew Summer’s gaze upward. “What you’ve just said…thank you.”

      “Thank you?” Summer frowned. “What exactly are you thanking me for?”

      “It’s not often I come across someone beautiful and honest.” Prue’s thumb stroked over the inside of Summer’s wrist. The touch sent a flutter of butterflies through her. “It’s not often I encounter anyone who wants to seek me out. But you? You seem fun.”

      Fun.

      That one word landed like a slap. That wasn’t Summer and it wasn’t who she wanted to be to Prue. “Look, I’ve had a lovely time here, but I’m not one for fun.” She stepped back and pulled the envelope from her satchel. “I did this for you. You can keep it or you can shred it. It’s up to you.”

      She handed it over and turned, walking briskly towards the villa gates.

      “Summer, wait!”

      Don’t stop. Don’t look back.

      She didn’t, but her legs refused to move any faster. The cocktail still burned in her blood, and her throat was tight with everything she hadn’t meant to say.

      At least Prue wouldn’t catch her. Not in those heels.

      That, at least, was something.
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      The sun beat down on Prue Michaels’ back, the scorching heat wrapping around her like a second skin. Her tan rarely had the chance to fade, not here in Lanzarote, where the island promised year-round sunshine and endless blue skies. It was perfect and it was the kind of place that brought people like Summer here.

      Summer.

      Her name alone stirred something warm and unwelcome in her chest. She smiled, even though she didn’t feel like smiling. Not when her thoughts had been tied in knots since the moment Summer had walked away from her villa five days ago. Since then, Prue hadn’t bumped into her once. Not on the sun loungers, not on her terrace, and not in the restaurant. It was as if she’d vanished into thin air. Of course, she hadn’t checked out. Prue would know. She always knew the comings and goings of her guests. But Summer had clearly gone into hiding.

      Because of you.

      That thought alone hit harder than she wanted to admit. Had she really offended Summer so deeply that she couldn’t enjoy the rest of her stay? Prue hadn’t meant to overstep, and she absolutely hadn’t meant to scare her off. But the way she’d shown up on her terrace that night, the flirting they both knew was present, and the cocktail names that now felt crass in hindsight…it was easy to see how Summer could have misread her intentions.

      As much as Prue wanted to reach out, to explain, she wasn’t sure she knew how. She prided herself on confidence and control, but Summer had tilted her world off balance. And now here Prue was, silent, unsure, and waiting for a sign from a woman she barely knew. It was absurd and it was terrifying.

      And that was exactly how Prue knew it was real.

      She should have dropped by since that night. The thought had crossed her mind more than once as she’d left her dinner reservation. But self-preservation had won out. If she had knocked on Summer’s door, she doubted she would have been welcome. If she’d found her, Summer may have said the same thing she’d said before. I’m not one for fun.

      But what if she’d known that wasn’t all Prue was offering? What if Prue had found the courage to say that she wanted to get to know Summer properly? And eventually, intimately. Instead, Prue had said nothing. And Summer had vanished.

      She rolled onto her elbow and focused on the canvas across the room through the open patio doors. It still caught her off guard—her own face rendered in stark black and white, the lines of her expression sharpened by light and shadow. It was a photograph unlike any she’d ever seen of herself.

      Summer had taken it.

      When she’d first opened the envelope that morning, she hadn’t expected much. A thank-you note, perhaps. But what she’d found had stopped her in her tracks. The depth in the photo, the emotion it captured, Summer had seen something in her that Prue didn’t often show the world. It was intimate in a way that had nothing to do with bodies or sex. 

      She’d called in a favour, of course, and had a friend turn it into a canvas the next morning. Some may call it vain, but Prue didn’t care. That image mattered, as did the woman behind the lens.

      Summer Hastings, she thought to herself, brushing her fingers along the lounger. You’ve got me tied up in knots, and you don’t even know it.

      She sighed and lay back again, her eyes half-closed against the unrelenting sun. It had been ten years. Ten years since she’d been with someone who mattered. Ten years since she’d held another woman’s hand and felt the certainty of being wanted without conditions.

      Sarah had been the last. Twelve years together, and still she’d left. Worn down by Prue’s world, by the hotel, and by the relentless pace of business. Prue had tried. God, she’d tried. But it hadn’t been enough. It never was. So she’d stopped trying and she’d stopped hoping. Instead, she’d let the occasional fling fill the space where love used to live. But now? Now this thoughtful, guarded, whip-smart photographer had rattled her in ways she hadn’t expected, and Prue didn’t know what to do about it.

      Dinner. That was something to consider. Something simple before Summer left and this whole thing became just another dull ache Prue carried with her. It didn’t have to be serious. It didn’t even have to go anywhere. But it had to happen. She just wanted an evening alone with Summer, and the chance to admire her before it inevitably came crumbling down around her.

      Her phone rang suddenly on the table beside Prue, jolting her from the depths of her thoughts. It was Vivian, and it was a call she’d been expecting. She sat up and answered. “How did it go?”

      “Miss Hastings wasn’t in her room. I’ve left a note.”

      Prue nodded slowly. A pang of disappointment crept in, but she swallowed it down. “That’s fine. And you’ve arranged the upgrade I asked for?”

      “The suite,” Vivian confirmed. “Correct?”

      “Perfect. Thank you, Vivian.”

      There was a pause, then a slight clearing of the throat. “May I ask…why are you offering our best room to a guest?”

      Prue smiled faintly. “You shouldn’t ask, but she’s booked her stay for four weeks. That’s a high price, Viv. I thought I’d thank her by offering a free upgrade for the remainder of her stay.”

      “That’s very kind, Miss Michaels. Unexpected, but kind.”

      Prue understood the hesitation. She didn’t hand out upgrades freely, especially not the top suite. Usually
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