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      When a privileged heiress enlists the help of a devastatingly handsome lifeguard, she considers a reckless reward—a wild night of uninhibited escape. But will a fleeting indulgence unravel all she's worked for?
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      “The two tests? That’s all?” My fingers clenched around my phone as I stormed through the arrivals hall of Silver Peaks Regional, my tool bag thumping against my thigh. “This is a multi-million-dollar ferry build, not some weekend DIY project.”

      The junior engineer on the other end sounded like he was already regretting his life choices. “Your dad—Mr. Carter—said it was enough, Ms. Carter. He signed off on the revised testing.”

      I exhaled sharply through my nose. Of course he did. “The safety protocols weren’t suggestions. That ferry’s got to handle the strait’s currents, or we’re looking at a disaster, not a delivery.”

      Working at Carter Marine was supposed to be my chance to prove I belonged—not because of my surname, but because I could wire a control panel blindfolded and troubleshoot a faulty thruster in my sleep. Instead, I spent half my time fighting the assumption that I’d been handed the job like a birthday present.

      “I’m sorry,” the engineer muttered.

      “Not your fault.” I forced my voice to level out. He was just the poor sod who’d drawn the short straw. “Send me the reports. I’ll deal with it.”

      Behind me, the heavy tread of work boots announced my father’s foreman, Craig Simpson, catching up. The man moved like a rusted-out tugboat—slow, but with the potential to do serious damage if you weren’t paying attention.

      “Christ, Craig,” I muttered, not turning around. “Did you even look at the current resistance specs before you halved the stress tests?”

      His chuckle was the sound of a loose bolt in a high-speed engine. “Ten full-system trials were overkill. The client’s breathing down our necks for this ferry.”

      I spun to face him, my boot heels digging into the tile. “Breathing down our necks? Or did you promise them an early launch to make yourself look good?”

      His smirk twitched at the edges under my glare. He knew damn well I’d been the one pulling all-nighters to get the electrical systems up to spec, while he took the credit in the progress meetings.

      The company truck idled at the curb, its bed stacked with crates of equipment. I tossed my bag in the back and slammed the tailgate hard enough to rattle Holloway’s teeth.

      “If that ferry’s thrusters fail during sea trials, we’re not just talking about a delayed shipment,” I said, voice low. “We’re talking about a vessel full of passengers caught in the crosscurrents. That’s not a warranty claim—that’s a funeral.”

      Holloway’s face went the colour of old putty, but he dug in his heels. “The backup systems⁠—”

      “—were part of the tests you cut,” I snapped, my grip tightening on the truck’s door handle. “This isn’t some spreadsheet where you can fudge the numbers and call it close enough. We’re dealing with water—unpredictable, unforgiving, and about a thousand times heavier than air. One wrong move, and that ferry’s a floating coffin.”

      The shipyard came into view as we turned onto the coastal road—a sprawling mess of scaffolding, welding torches, and the skeletal frame of the ferry taking shape in Dry Dock Three. Three major overhauls in its history, and Carter Marine was still standing. Unlike Holloway’s excuses, which were wearing thinner by the second.

      “Go sweet-talk the client,” I ordered, jerking my chin toward the site office. “I need to check the wiring on the starboard thrusters before I lose what’s left of my patience with you.”

      The break room smelled like burnt coffee and salt air, the kind of scent that clung to everything in a shipyard. I was pouring my third cup of the day when I saw him.

      Broad shoulders filling out a faded lifesaving club hoodie, sleeves pushed up to reveal forearms that looked like they could haul a drowning man out of a rip current without breaking a sweat. A jagged scar cut through the stubble along his jaw—not the neat work of a surgeon, but the kind of mark you earned when the ocean decided to remind you who was in charge. His hands, rough and capable, wrapped around a chipped mug like it was the only thing keeping him anchored.

      I nearly scalded myself with the coffee.

      Attraction wasn’t exactly a foreign concept. But this? This was like standing too close to a live wire—something humming just beneath the surface, dangerous if you weren’t careful. My twenties had been a blur of schematics and proving myself to sceptical foremen, not dating. Most guys either treated me like I’d shatter if they so much as raised their voice, or like I was some kind of challenge to be “fixed.” This one? He didn’t look like he gave a damn about either.

      “That bad, huh?”

      His voice—rough as sandpaper, warm as the first sip of whiskey on a cold night—rolled over me before I realised I’d been staring.

      Up close, his eyes were the blue of deep water, the kind that hid currents strong enough to pull you under. He nodded at the empty chair across from him. “You look like you could use something stronger than that sludge.” A jerk of his chin toward my coffee. “Or at least someone to listen while you vent.”

      “Both,” I admitted, dropping into the seat. His knee grazed mine under the table. A jolt shot up my thigh, sharp as static.

      “Jake Mercer.” He held out a hand. His palm was callused, the kind of roughness that came from gripping rescue boards and hauling lines. When his fingers closed around mine, my brain short-circuited—those hands on my waist, pulling me from the water, from the storm, from⁠—

      “Olivier Carter.” I yanked my hand back and fumbled for my coffee. “Apprentice electrician. Carter Marine.” Great. Now he thinks you’re a twitchy first-year. “We’re building the new ferry. The one that’s supposed to not get swallowed by the strait.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “The owner’s daughter drinks her coffee black?”

      “The electrician needs it strong enough to jump-start a dead battery.” I tapped my temple. “The daughter just gets stuck with the family business.”

      Jake’s grin was slow, revealing a dimple that had no right being that distracting. “Which one am I talking to right now?”

      “Depends.” I took a scalding gulp of coffee to cover the fact that my pulse was doing its best impression of a faulty relay switch. “You here to flirt with the boss’s kid or the girl covered in grease?”

      “Thinking about doing both.”

      The word landed low in my stomach, heavy as an anchor.

      He pulled a card from his wallet—thick, water-stained, the logo of the Silver Peaks Surf Lifesaving Club embossed in blue. “Volunteer lifeguard. Also SAR when they’re short-handed.”

      I ran my thumb over the raised letters. “So you’re professionally obnoxious.”

      He barked out a laugh. “Nah. Just like the water more than the land.” His boot nudged mine under the table. “Complicated women, though? That’s a close second.”

      My breath hitched.

      “I’ve got evening patrol,” he continued, “but if your sea trials wrap early…” The offer hung there, hotter than the coffee burning my tongue.

      Holloway’s voice crackled over the site radio—something about the client complaining the paint wasn’t the right shade of 
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