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Dedication

To the voice in your head that told you you weren’t good enough: kindly, shut up.



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter 1: Ore

Chapter 2: Ore

Chapter 3: Ore

Chapter 4: Ore

Chapter 5: Daniel

Chapter 6: Daniel

Chapter 7: Ore

Chapter 8: Daniel

Chapter 9: Ore

Chapter 10: Ore

Chapter 11: Daniel

Chapter 12: Ore

Chapter 13: Daniel

Chapter 14: Ore

Chapter 15: Daniel

Chapter 16: Ore

Chapter 17: Daniel

Chapter 18: Ore

Chapter 19: Daniel

Chapter 20: Ore

Chapter 21: Daniel

Chapter 22: Ore

Chapter 23: Daniel

Chapter 24: Ore

Chapter 25: Daniel

Chapter 26: Ore

Chapter 27: Daniel

Chapter 28: Ore

Chapter 29: Ore

Chapter 30: Daniel

Chapter 31: Ore

Chapter 32: Daniel

Chapter 33: Ore

Chapter 34: Ore

Chapter 35: Daniel

Chapter 36: Ore

Chapter 37: Daniel

Chapter 38: Ore

Chapter 39: Daniel

Chapter 40: Ore

Chapter 41: Ore

Chapter 42: Daniel

Chapter 43: Ore

Chapter 44: Daniel

Chapter 45: Daniel

Chapter 46: Daniel

Chapter 47: Ore

Chapter 48: Ore

Chapter 49: Daniel

Chapter 50: Ore

Chapter 51: Daniel

Chapter 52: Ore

Chapter 53: Daniel

Chapter 54: Ore

Chapter 55: Ore

Chapter 56: Daniel

Chapter 57: Ore

Chapter 58: Ore

Chapter 59: Daniel

Chapter 60: Daniel

Chapter 61: Ore

Chapter 62: Daniel

Chapter 63: Ore

Chapter 64: Daniel

Chapter 65: Ore

Chapter 66: Ore

Chapter 67: Daniel

Chapter 68: Ore

Chapter 69: Daniel

Chapter 70: Ore

Chapter 71: Daniel

Chapter 72: Ore

Acknowledgements

Keep Reading …

About the Author

About the Publisher



Chapter 1

Ore

Nouméa, New Caledonia

Ore wasn’t sure she was going to make it. Her footing was no less affected by the sway of the waves than her stomach was, and what had seemed a simple journey to the railings, now felt an impossible feat. She brought her hand to her mouth, and stumbled on.

As she vomited down the side of the boat, her mind cleared enough for her to register the footsteps approaching.

‘What are you doing out here? Vicky is waiting for you inside, and you need to get into your uniform ASAP.’ His voice was stern, low and gravelly; she’d lived in New York long enough now to detect a southern twang, though she couldn’t narrow it down any further than that. She could tell he was black, as she usually could.

She armed herself with her brightest smile and turned around, ready to explain herself. She was painfully aware that she must look like shit. To make matters worse she found herself taken aback by how handsome the face looking back at her was. Still, he was the first to drop his gaze.

‘I’m not …’ she started, just as another wave hit her and she returned to her agonisingly inelegant position hunched over the railings.

‘Just what we need,’ she heard him mutter under his breath, which she felt was a little unfair. She threw up again, wondering what could possibly be left in her stomach.

When the retching subsided, she turned back, wiping her mouth and smiling apologetically.

The pretty man in the white uniform did not return it, and Ore wondered how bad she must look to have lost her touch. Most men could be relied upon to smile back at her.

‘I’m sorry, I was just waiting for …’ she started, but he held up his hand, to cut her off.

‘There’s no point spouting excuses. Let’s get you to Vicky; she’ll know what to do with you.’

Ore was taken aback, humbled even. The man turned on his heel and walked off briskly.

‘Follow me,’ he called over his shoulder, without slowing down. Ore scurried after him. ‘I’m Captain Wilsons, but you’ll be answering to the first stewardess.’

‘I …’ Ore tried to interject and explain, but she was trotting along to keep up and every time she opened her mouth, she faced the peril of something other than words spilling out.

Finally he stopped, so suddenly that Ore walked into him. They were standing outside a nondescript cream door, far too close to each other. He seemed to come to the realisation at the exact same moment, stepping away and looking down awkwardly.

‘This is the mess,’ he mumbled. ‘You can meet the rest of the crew.’

‘I’m not …’ Ore felt as though the room was swaying. As her vision blurred, she knew there was nothing she could do to stop what was about to happen.

It splashed across his highly polished shoes, onto the floor and a little up the walls. Ore was doubled over, and glad for it. She suspected she would never be able to look the man in his rather beautiful face, ever again.

Just then, the door swung open. Ore could only imagine what Vicky’s first thought might be on finding the captain splattered with vomit and the errant reporter heaving onto the cream carpet. To her credit, Vicky seemed undaunted. She calmly ushered Ore through the door, leaving the captain out in the corridor.

‘Drink this.’ Vicky sat Ore down at a large table in the middle of the room and handed her a glass of cloudy-looking water. Ore eyed it suspiciously.

‘It’s just rehydration salts, dear. I’m not trying to poison you,’ Vicky said dryly. She spoke with a slight accent, which Ore couldn’t place. As she drank, Vicky got out a walkie-talkie.

‘I have the journalist with me in the mess. She’s …’ Vicky unashamedly eyed Ore from head to toe ‘… looking a little worse for wear,’ she finished diplomatically.

The response was so muffled, Ore could barely make it out: something something ‘quarters’, something something ‘dinner’.

‘Copy that,’ Vicky said flatly, clipping the radio back onto her belt. Reading Ore’s look of confusion, she explained: ‘I’ll take you to your room to get changed and cleaned up, and then Chuck will meet you for dinner at seven on the third deck.’

‘Was that him on the radio?’ Ore had regained enough of her senses to remember that she was here to ask questions.

Vicky chuckled wryly. ‘No, that was Agatha.’ Ore detected a hint of venom in the way she said the name. Ore already knew who Agatha was, but it was always best not to let on how much research you’d done. She remembered her favourite professor’s advice: play dumb; it’s amazing what most people will tell you when they think you don’t really understand what’s going on. Gail Fairweather had led the investigative course at Columbia.

‘Who’s Agatha?’ Ore asked innocently.

Vicky gave her a hard look; maybe she wasn’t as easily played as ‘most people’.

‘Mr Regas’ assistant,’ she said finally, clearly having decided that this information didn’t qualify as ‘classified’.

‘Ah.’ Ore smiled brightly. ‘Thanks very much for that.’ She gestured to the empty glass. ‘I feel much better already.’ Vicky nodded curtly. This had not been the plan. She had hoped to charm all the staff from the word go. They were the key to this story after all – a profile was just a puff piece if you didn’t go hard on background.

Suddenly she remembered the captain in the corridor. ‘I should apologise to Captain Wilsons,’ she said, trying to stand. Immediately a wave of nausea washed over her, and she quickly sat back down.

‘Oh don’t worry about him; he’s just a contractor. He’ll hardly be able to tell you anything about Mr Regas, and that’s why you’re here right?’ Ore felt very much that Vicky was the one calling the shots in this conversation. She had forfeited that privilege the moment she was found covered in her own sick.

‘Noted.’ Ore was keen to get to her room and get herself in the zone before dinner with Chuck. She wasn’t going to let this false start dampen her enthusiasm. ‘I think I’ll head to my room now if that’s OK? I’m not sure where my bags are though …’

‘Oscar will have taken them off the chopper to the room already.’ Vicky was already at the door. Ore scrambled after her, noticing that the captain was nowhere to be seen as she was marched down the corridor, up some stairs, down some others, through a door and then down again. Ore realised she was going to have a hard time navigating this boat – literally and figuratively.

‘Here we are.’ The door in front of them was made of highly polished wood, not the flimsy beige laminate she had just seen in the crew quarters. Ore pushed it open and gasped.

The first thing that struck her was the light, streaming in through two floor-to-ceiling windows at the far end of the space. It was immense and momentarily blinding, somehow more so than being outside in its direct reach. Once her eyes adjusted from the gloomy corridor, the distinction between the midday expanse of sunlight sky, and the sparkle-dappled waves came into focus. They both stretched out into the infinite horizon. Wandering around the boat, she had begun to feel what she guessed was something like cabin fever. But the room in front of her was about as far from a ‘cabin’ as you could get.

The bed was huge, and half covered in an array of unnecessary cushions of various sizes. The carpet underfoot was plush and the ceiling surprisingly high.

‘This is the bathroom.’ Vicky pointed to another door, which stood opposite a huge built-in wardrobe. Ore was almost salivating over the shelf space, as she thought about the plastic crates stuffed full of clothes, crammed under her bed in her tiny room in Queens.

Ore turned the handle. She had high hopes for this bathroom, and she was not disappointed. For a moment her mind went on a tangent, trying to imagine how you go about getting a standalone marble bath onto a boat.

‘Your bags are here.’ Vicky, of course, was impervious, and seemed impatient to get on with other, more important things.

‘Thank you very much – the room is absolutely lovely.’ Ore couldn’t help her childish glee.

Vicky smiled politely, though it never reached her eyes, then bowed her head slightly as she backed out of the room.

Ore was impatient to take stock of her home for the next two weeks. She would have to go exploring before dinner. It wasn’t often that her freelance gigs involved staying on a six-hundred-million-dollar superyacht. Admittedly, that was only an estimate – it turned out the world of the international super-rich and the value of their assets were frustratingly opaque. She assumed that was the point. Maybe she would just ask Chuck directly. He had seemed surprisingly friendly, forthcoming even, when they had spoken on the phone.

Ore supposed that she was in a strange position in the hierarchy of the boat: not quite guest and not quite staff. A spy then, she thought mischievously.

It was hard to believe that this time two weeks ago she had been in despair, wondering if she even wanted to be a journalist anymore, and now here she was, in the thick of it and raring to go. Pulled back into the here and now, she knew that the very first thing to do was shower and change, and then let the adventure begin.




Chapter 2

Ore

Queens, New York 
Two weeks earlier

Ore wasn’t sure how much longer she could scrape by in New York. She had outstayed her welcome at Auntie Laurie’s and after six months she still didn’t have a regular paycheque to show for all her hustling. Freelance journalism was a tough gig. She’d known that, but she hadn’t anticipated quite how hard it would be to watch all her Columbia friends waltz into prearranged internships and then straight into staff jobs, as she chased one late invoice after another. After one too many incidences of her card being declined, she started supplementing her meagre income with a side gig as an office temp.

She’d had dreams of working on the environmental beat but soon realised she’d have to significantly expand her repertoire if she wanted to get anything published. She’d written for entertainment columns, fashion segments, sports blogs, and even penned a story about the Harley Davidson convention for a niche motorsports magazine to pay the bills. Eventually she’d picked up more work doing profiles and had a semi-regular ‘in’ at the New York Herald. That is to say they would accept around one in every ten of her freelance pitches.

By the time she started looking into Pagonis, and their new expansion into ‘sustainable’ battery production, it didn’t seem like such a stretch that she might also try her hand at tech reporting. Besides, what she was really interested in was Chuck Regas, its elusive CEO. She reckoned the New York Herald would have a hard time turning that away, if by some miracle she could get him to talk to her. She’d typed up a short explainer on why software companies like Pagonis were starting to expand into hardware.

That had been months ago and she’d almost forgotten having fired off that email to their press office, so rarely did she ever hear back from companies like that. It was standard stuff; what she needed was a brief quotable statement, but she had of course asked for an interview, as any good journalist would.

The article had sat unfinished on her desktop, all but forgotten. Then just as she was starting to consider the unthinkable – moving back to the UK and back in with her mum – a reply from Chuck’s assistant, Agatha, pinged into her inbox:

Thank you for your interest in Pagonis. We would love to answer the questions you have submitted to us. Our CEO, Charles Regas, has informed me that he would be keen to speak in person, and he would like to arrange for you to fly out to meet him on Lady Thalassa, his yacht, which is currently cruising around the New Caledonian coast. We would of course pay for your transit and cover all other necessary expenses incurred.

She must have reread the email a dozen times. It was unbelievable that a company as impenetrable as Pagonis would even acknowledge a clarification request from a reporter, let alone agree to an interview, in person, with the CEO. For a moment she considered that this could be a hoax, some sort of elaborate prank. She double-clicked on the email address: a.horley@pag.o.nis. A quick Google search confirmed that Agatha Horley was indeed an ‘executive secretary’ at Pagonis, whatever that meant.

Ever the investigator, she found herself down a rabbit hole researching Agatha: Oxford grad, economics and computing. What was she doing working as a PA? She looked young. The image results showed her attending a coding competition, where she appeared to have won first prize. Even on the top plinth she only reached the shoulders of her male competitors. Her fine features were set in a stern expression, framed by a sharp ashy-blonde fringe. Ore wondered whether she might be on board and hoped she would be; the people that billionaires surrounded themselves with tended to say a lot more about them than they usually gave up willingly.

She read the email again, noting Agatha’s use of ‘we’. Ore deduced that that either meant she was a nepotistic hire, his niece perhaps, or that he was one of those employers that insisted ‘we’re a family here at Pagonis’ to justify the unsociable hours and unpaid overtime he expected.

She was hooked, her brain fuzzing with adrenaline as she shot an email back.

Hi Agatha, thanks for getting back to me. I’m delighted to hear that. Tell me when and where and I’ll be there. Very much looking forward to meeting Mr Regas.

And then she typed a message for Henry, the profiles editor at the New York Herald. The subject line read:

EXCLUSIVE: Chuck Regas speaks on the future of clean computing.

That would get his attention. In the email itself she simply wrote:

Regas has agreed to an in-person interview on his yacht in New Caledonia, exact dates TBC. Keep you posted – you interested?

It was ten o’clock at night but Henry’s reply was almost immediate.

Impressive stuff, Ore. We’ll take it.

And then thirty seconds later, another ping. It was from Henry again.

FYI, staff position coming up at the end of the month. If you can pull off this Regas story, it’s yours.

Ore could hear her heart pounding in her ears as the words sunk in: ‘staff position’ for the New York Herald! She marvelled at how quickly her luck had turned. Over the course of one evening and a few emails, she gone from zero prospects to a luxury holiday on a multimillion-pound yacht, the scoop of a lifetime and the chance at bagging her dream job.

She squealed into her pillow, giddy with the sense that things were finally working out, and then researched flights to Sydney into the early hours of the morning.




Chapter 3

Ore

Ore was hoping that she might be able to sneak around the boat unnoticed, but almost immediately she spotted the one person she had most wished to avoid. He seemed as startled as her when they caught sight of each other across the deck. For a moment she thought she could see him deciding whether to turn around. In the end he strode towards her, arm outstretched.

‘I don’t think I introduced myself properly earlier,’ he said briskly, shaking her hand firmly. ‘My name is Daniel, Daniel Wilsons.’

‘Ahh, so you’re no longer “Captain Wilsons” then?’ she asked playfully.

He looked down. Ore was enjoying his embarrassment; he was cute when he was disarmed.

‘You must be Ore? Am I pronouncing that right?’ He hadn’t pronounced it right, splitting the word awkwardly into two distinct syllables: ‘or-ray’. She was forgiving though. It was difficult to master in an American accent.

‘Almost right,’ she chirped. ‘It’s Ore, like “oar” actually but don’t worry at all, it’s totally fine – it happens all the time.’ She was babbling, which she had a tendency to do when interacting with attractive people. Luckily for her, most of the time people found it endearing.

He was wearing all white, and had he not been as tall or broad, the captain’s uniform might have looked costume-like. As it stood, with the dark skin of his face and forearms glistening in the bright sunshine, he looked almost regal.

‘I should also apologise for earlier.’ She giggled, and cringed a little at how girlish she sounded. ‘I see you managed to restore that impeccable polish.’ She motioned to his once more spotless shoes. He smiled shyly. ‘Chuck has told me all about you,’ she continued, breathless. ‘Apparently you’re “the best in the business”.’ That smile, and an awkward chuckle.

‘I’m not sure about that … Mr Regas has a tendency to exaggerate—’ He cut himself off suddenly, as if realising he had said too much. Even without the insight from Daniel, she could have guessed that American billionaires with names like ‘Chuck’ probably did tend toward aggrandisement. But she made a mental note: from that reaction and Vicky’s reticence earlier, she concluded that the staff must have been prepped to remain tight-lipped.

‘Well that’s good to know.’ She was teasing him really, her eyes twinkling with curiosity. ‘What else does he have a tendency towards?’ She caught Daniel’s eye and held it. He squirmed under her questioning, burying his hands in his pockets and shrugging.

‘I think that’s your job, isn’t it? To find out what he’s like?’ Touché, she thought.

‘Yes, but also to ask questions,’ she retorted.

The nervous chuckle again, and then he collected himself. ‘Well there will be plenty of time for all that.’ They stood for a moment, Ore hoping he might reveal something else, if only for something to say to fill the silence – but he wasn’t caving.

Already she was feeling the buzz of adrenaline and raw curiosity that she thrived off whenever she was investigating a story. It also served to distract her from the lingering nausea and the jet lag.

After a beat Daniel decided on: ‘Would you like me to give you the tour? I know Mr Regas wanted to meet you off the chopper and show you around himself but he’s tied up in meetings until later this evening, I believe.’

That was twice now he’d referred to his employer by his surname, as Vicky had. Ore wondered if ‘just call me Chuck’ had different rules for his staff, or maybe in this case, the formality was just a symptom of Daniel’s Southern upbringing.

‘That would be great. I’ve been dying to take a proper look around,’ Ore replied eagerly.




Chapter 4

Ore

Ore caught sight of herself in one of the extremely clean and extremely large windows lining the top sundeck, and she was not impressed by what she saw. She’d decided to pile her braids on top of her head, but the wind had already had its way, because half of them were now trailing down her back.

She looked washed out, her skin betraying her with the unmistakable green tinge and sweaty sheen of nausea. She was suddenly aware that the heeled boots she was wearing were wholly inappropriate for a boat, as was the white silk maxi skirt wrapped around her waist.

In truth, she was still exhausted from the journey, which had been both unbearably long and stressfully rushed. She had only given herself an hour for the transfer at Hong Kong and then once she landed in Sydney, she had been whisked first by private plane to New Caledonia and then hurried onto a helicopter, which dropped her off on one of the two helipads on board. A sullen-looking man had taken her bags and directed her to the deck to wait for Chuck.

It had only taken ten minutes for her lack of sea legs to make itself known, and then the handsome captain had found her.

‘It’s a pretty big boat, so I won’t do a full tour today. You’ll get to know your way around eventually. But this is the top deck and then as you look down it’s the second deck, third, fourth, fifth et cetera.’ Daniel spoke quietly but authoritatively as Ore followed behind him.

It was a welcome change, thought Ore, from all the men in New York who spoke loudly with no authority at all. She felt exceedingly conscious that she wasn’t looking her best and then decided that Daniel was the sort of man who probably liked the ‘girl-next-door type’ – the kind of woman who felt effortlessly comfortable in a pair of old jeans and didn’t wear impractical shoes. Someone who, like him, came across as sensible and straightforward, with a five-year plan and regular pension contributions set up.

Ore berated herself for getting distracted so easily. Pretty boys were her weakness. If she had met Daniel in a bar in New York, she would have found a way to get him back to her bed by the end of the night, and then most probably would have forgotten his name by the next morning. But, she reminded herself now, they weren’t in New York, and he was sort of her subject. Her journalistic ethics would have to take precedence over her horny tendencies this time.

They circled three decks, and Ore was shown the second helipad, four lounges, the indoor and outdoor swimming pools, the gym, the games room, the dining room and the ‘main’ bar. She was finding it hard to keep up, and was sure that she would never be able to find her way around these labyrinthine corridors and narrow stairways.

Daniel seemed to have every last detail of the spec of the boat to hand, reeling off the square footage of each particular room as casually as if he were recalling what he had for breakfast. He was more than happy to answer a question about the type of wood used for the panelling in the library, but the moment she asked anything more prying he pursed his lips and said something evasive like ‘I don’t know about all that, miss’. But Ore was persistent.

‘How long have you been working for Mr Regas?’

Daniel frowned, and Ore wondered how that could possibly be a controversial question.

‘Technically, about a month, but I was just on retainer until last week’, he replied finally. After a long pause, he added, ‘I work through an agency, you see, and his usual captain …’ She watched him as he seemed to realise he was digging himself a hole. Ore held her breath for a juicy titbit.

‘Wasn’t available,’ he concluded.

Ore realised he was hoping to give nothing away, but in fact he had, simply by refusing to answer. His hesitance itself was suspicious. Find out why the old captain left, was added to Ore’s mental list of mysteries to solve.

‘I see,’ she said lightly. For now she wasn’t going to pry any deeper. It was clear he wasn’t feeling chatty this evening and admittedly she had not made the best first impression.

Daniel checked his watch. ‘It’s probably time for me to take you up to dinner. We wouldn’t want to keep Mr Regas waiting.’

‘Yes, Captain!’ She hoped he would respond to her enthusiasm – an enthusiasm her friends and family had described as ‘infectious’ – but, Daniel gave her a stiff smile and motioned for her to walk ahead of him. He would have to be put on the back burner. For now she needed to concentrate on the man of the hour: Mr Chuck Regas himself.

She heard him before she saw him, walking up yet another concealed set of stairs snaking up three storeys on the left side of the boat.

‘Listen, Sandra, I don’t want to tell you how to do your job, but this is a mess.’ Ore felt sorry for Sandra. Chuck’s tone was disconcertingly cheery, and it sent a shiver down her spine. ‘Get back to me tomorrow with some new figures and we’ll go over the numbers with the PR team a second time, OK?’

Ore couldn’t make out the reply though she strained to hear. As she reached the top of the stairs, Chuck hung up immediately, beaming at her as if she were a long-lost friend.

‘Ore! An absolute pleasure – so glad to have you on board.’ She was not the only one who had done her research – he had pronounced her name correctly. He wore a plaid shirt over a navy T-shirt, a pair of cargo shorts and shoes that looked better suited to mountain climbing than yacht reclining. His hair was somewhere between blonde and white, almost beige. He was shorter than she had expected.

Before she could react, he was leaning in for a hug, and Ore went into autopilot, squeezing his shoulders and smiling widely. As they pulled away from each other, she became very aware of Daniel standing behind her. When she glanced over, she spotted him resolutely looking into the middle distance.

‘Mr Regas, thank you so much for …’ she was a little breathless, acutely aware that this man in front of her might be the making of her career ‘… all this,’ she said, waving her arms around awkwardly.

‘Please, please, call me Chuck. I thought we’d established this!’ He sounded playful but there was a strange vacantness to his gaze that Ore found unnerving.

‘Of course, sorry, Chuck,’ she stumbled – she was nervous.

‘Come, come, Carlos has cooked us up a feast, and he gets mad when I let it go cold.’ He winked as he placed a hand gently on Ore’s shoulder and led her into the dining room. Just before he closed the door behind them he called, ‘Dan, let’s talk after dinner please?’

It took a moment for Ore to process that he was talking to Daniel, who even in the short time she’d known him, did not seem like a ‘Dan’.

‘Yes, sir.’

Ore wondered if he would correct him, but the informality only seemed to flow in one direction. Chuck smiled and pushed the door closed.




Chapter 5

Daniel

Dan. He hated it when Chuck called him that. The very first time they’d met, he had been taken aback by the familiarity of it, the presumptuousness. No one had called him Dan since he was in middle school. But he hadn’t had the presence of mind to correct Chuck then, and so now he never would. Daniel consoled himself with the fact that this was just ‘one last gig’ before he joined the Hartfords, and they always called him Captain Wilsons, which he appreciated.

Stood outside the dining room, he felt uncharacteristically curious about what conversations were happening on the other side of that door. Usually he prided himself on his ability to stay out of the guests’ business. He hadn’t gotten to where he was by meddling in other people’s affairs. The mega rich did not like to hire snoops. But this time he was intrigued. Why would Chuck want a reporter on board? It seemed nonsensical. The whole point of yachting around these parts was to be unreachable, unobservable, surely?

He didn’t like to admit it, but he was also thinking about Ore. He’d embarrassed himself earlier, assuming she was a stewardess. It was unlike him, to not know the ins and outs of everything going on aboard the boat. He had heard Agatha mention something about a journalist a couple of days back, but he’d not been briefed on any specifics. He’d have to have a word with her later. For now, he headed back down to the mess to find Vicky.

She was standing at the head of the long table addressing the gaggle of fresh stewardesses and deckhands in front of her.

‘Personal laundry is to be done out of hours, so that’s between 10 p.m. and 5 a.m. I don’t want to have to worry about finding a musty pair of boxers among Mr Regas’ linens.’ A titter spread around the table, as one by one the new recruits realised they were allowed to laugh. Vicky raised a single discerning eyebrow when one of the girls – and they were girls, some barely out of their teens – raised her hand.

‘Yes?’ Vicky sounded stern, but Daniel knew it was all an act; as soon as she had terrified them all into compliance, she would soften up. They had all been on board for three days, whilst Vicky had been getting the hospitality crew ready, Daniel had spent most of that time with the engineers and his first officer, Ollie Dudley, getting to grips with the immensity of Lady Thalassa. It was easily the biggest vessel he’d ever captained.

Chuck had arrived that morning, so now it was time to make sure the junior crew were all up to scratch.

‘I need to use a silk pillowcase, because my acne plays up otherwise, and I usually hand-wash it every afternoon so that it dries in time. Could I maybe just pop in quickly around three to do that?’ Daniel was standing quietly in the corner, behind Vicky, but he imagined the withering look.

Vicky took a deep breath, and Daniel watched as the young stewardess realised her mistake and looked down.

‘Let me get one thing straight, kids: this is not a holiday. You are here to work, and to be honest with you, from here on in, your time is no longer your own.’ Vicky took off her rectangular, dark-framed glasses and ran a hand through her sharp black bob. ‘The thing about people like Mr Regas is that they expect a certain level of service, the kind that makes him forget that you’re all real people with lives and hopes and dreams, the kind of service where he comes to think of you as “the way to get XYZ done” as efficiently and pleasantly as possible. You are a means to an end for him, and if you’re not around to get something done for him because you’re holed up in the laundry room handwashing your silk pillowcases …’ Vicky paused, allowing the silence to absorb the brunt of the bluntness ‘… that would not make him happy, and that’s rule number one: keep Chuck happy.’

The bewildered faces began nodding fervently, and the poor girl who had asked the question picked anxiously at her cuticles.

‘Vicky, can I have a word?’ Daniel watched a wave of relief wash over everyone at the table. Vicky turned sharply, only just noticing him.

‘Christ, Daniel, you really have a way of creeping up on people.’ She put her glasses back on and turned back. ‘OK back to work, everyone. Amanda and Nicole, be sure to check if Carlos is on track with the starters, and then one of you can take over from Oscar in the dining room.’

As the crew scattered, Vicky took a seat and leant back with her arms crossed. Daniel found himself thinking that she looked tired.

‘What can I do for you, Captain?’

He pulled up a chair. ‘Well, as you saw, I got myself into an … awkward situation this morning. I had no idea that the reporter was arriving today, and I mistook her for a stewardess.’

Vicky’s eyebrows shot up. ‘You thought that woman was here to work on a boat? She was wearing wedge heels for Christ’s sake!’

Daniel was still getting used to Vicky’s brashness, but he appreciated her straightforwardness.

‘Well, now you mention it, I don’t know what I was thinking,’ he conceded, and thought he spotted a shadow of a smile flash across Vicky’s face. ‘But it would have been nice to be brought up to speed.’

‘There’s no point pointing fingers at me, Daniel, I had no idea what the plan was until she was vomiting in the hallway, either.’ Vicky sounded defensive, but Daniel understood that, like him, she was frustrated about being left out of the loop. ‘It seems like another one of Agatha’s little surprises.’

They exchanged a knowing look. In such small quarters it was always dangerous to bad-mouth anyone explicitly. You never knew who was lurking. Having both worked on boats for over a decade, they knew the drill. And anyway, nothing needed to be said.

Daniel had only known Agatha for a couple of weeks, and only met her in person this morning, but he had immediately understood that she was a woman who knew what she was doing. She was not averse to power games, and she could play Chuck like a fiddle. Daniel was perversely impressed by it, although he had personally always found that the simplest way to get things done was to work hard and be honest.

‘I don’t understand why Chuck would agree to this?’ Daniel mused, genuinely confused.

Vicky rolled her eyes. ‘It’s a puff piece. Agatha has probably just handpicked the least discerning journalist in America and fed her with a load of PR spiel.’

Daniel wasn’t so sure. Ore seemed sharp and observant. He had felt agitated talking to her, those dark probing eyes and disarming smile perfectly primed to extract some damning comment from him.

‘Hmm, I don’t know, Vicky. We shouldn’t underestimate her. Maybe Agatha’s misjudged this one.’

‘Well it wouldn’t be the first time …’ Vicky’s tone was conspiratorial but Daniel had no idea what she was talking about. He decided to leave it, reminding himself that this was a last-minute gig. He wasn’t invested in these people, and he should really not get involved in any drama. Vicky seemed to sense his unreceptiveness to the gossip and changed the subject. ‘Anyway I would recommend saying as little as possible to her. Chuck, i.e. Agatha, is going to want to feed her the story, so it’s best if we don’t interfere with the “big scoop”.’ This last part she bookended in air quotes. ‘None of it makes sense to me but the inner workings of the mind of a billionaire is not something that we mere mortals can ever hope to understand. He’s impulsive, and Agatha is persuasive, so I’m sure they’ve come up with some kind of reason to convince themselves it’s a good idea.’

Daniel sensed that Vicky had more to say. After a pause and a slightly unnerving amount of eye contact, she continued. ‘I’ve been working on this boat for five years, and working in yachting for almost fifteen. I spent a long time questioning the whims of the people I’ve worked for, but in the end it’ll drive you mad. Keep your head down, their glasses full and the beds made; that’s my motto.’

He didn’t know what to say. He’d seen so many people grow tired of this life, but for him, being out at sea was still as exciting as it had been a decade ago when he first stepped on a yacht as a green deckhand. Sure the clients could be crazy, but there was something about facing each day, not knowing what it would bring, but knowing that you could handle it, that made him feel proud. He liked being good at his job.

‘I gave Ore a tour of the boat,’ he said after a while. ‘Do you think that was the right move?’ He trusted Vicky’s instincts.

‘Keep your enemies close, eh?’ was all she said. Daniel didn’t know if that was exactly approval, but it reassured him to know that he was being upfront.

‘This has been a lovely little chat, Captain, but some of us have work to do.’ Vicky slapped her thighs emphatically as she stood up. As Daniel arranged the chairs exactly back where they had been, Vicky eyed him curiously. ‘I think we’re going to get along well, Daniel.’ He smiled and she turned and walked out without another word.




Chapter 6

Daniel

Off the coast of Corfu, Greece 
A month earlier

Daniel had been planning on travelling around Europe for a month before he began on board the Nightingale with the Hartfords. He had been on back-to-back charters for most of the last two years. Since he’d made captain, he was more in demand than ever. He was looking forward to spending more than a day on land.

He was googling ‘best restaurants in Athens’ when the agency called. He considered simply not picking up. He already knew they were going to ask him to do ‘one last job’ – that’s how the job he was currently on had been sold to him.

Eventually he reached for the phone, and Natalie’s mewling voice trickled through the speaker. ‘Daniel, how are you? Still the best captain in town?’ Daniel was a patient person, but he was also an efficient one and there was something about sycophantic small talk that rubbed him up the wrong way.

‘I’m fine, Natalie. What do you want?’ He immediately felt guilty for his tone, which had sounded more cutting than he’d intended. But Natalie seemed unperturbed, and she did get right to the point. ‘We need you, desperately.’ This last word was breathy and dramatic. ‘We’ve had a bit of a situation on board the Lady Thalassa and we need a replacement before they set off for a six-week tour around New Caledonia.’

‘As in, Australasia?’ Daniel was feeling exasperated, but he tried to keep calm. It wasn’t Natalie’s fault, he had to remind himself. ‘I’m around Corfu at the moment. Surely you have someone a little closer to the action?’

There was a long pause. Daniel was sure he could hear the cogs in Natalie’s brain turning, and then he was struck by a pang of guilt. The agency could be unreasonable, sure, but he had been with them since he started, and they’d always got him work; maybe he could show his gratitude with ‘one last favour’.

Natalie sighed. ‘I guess maybe I could try calling Captain Mary out of retirement, although it does seem a shame, just when she seems to have settled into it …’

Natalie had, rightly, concluded that a guilt trip would be the most successful strategy.

Daniel held out. ‘I would’ve liked a little wind-down before I go to the Hartfords, make sure I’m on top form.’

‘Of course, I completely understand, and to be honest I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t think that you could handle it. You are one of our most competent, discreet, professional, hardworking …’

‘Fine, I’ll do it,’ Daniel interjected impatiently. If there was one thing that made him more uncomfortable than a sense he was neglecting his duties, it was flattery. Natalie squealed so energetically that Daniel had to pull the phone away from his ear.

‘AMAZING! We’ll get you on the flight from Athens on the 4th. Is that OK with you?’

Daniel sighed. His month break had just been reduced to forty-eight hours, but he was hoping he’d still get the time to squeeze in a visit to the Acropolis.

‘Yes, that works for me. What’s the job anyway?’

‘It’s a fun one! It’s a mega yacht, which you haven’t done much of, but I’m afraid I can’t give you the name of your employer yet. I have to let him know that you’re up for it and then he’ll call and introduce himself.’

‘Sounds intriguing,’ Daniel said flatly, feeling distinctly un-intrigued. The mega rich always liked to act as though being in their very presence was grounds to make you sign an NDA. He suspected it was probably some paranoid oil guy, or maybe a Middle Eastern prince.

‘And what happened to their old captain?’ It seemed like an innocent enough question, but Natalie’s response unnerved Daniel.

‘Well, I mean I shouldn’t really say …’ she began. He knew full well that she had a weakness for gossiping. ‘But it’s some dodgy stuff, and well, let’s just say they’re in need of a male captain now.’

That did not sound good, thought Daniel, regretting having already agreed to take the job. But it was only six weeks, he reasoned. Buckle down, get on with it, and then he could sail off into the sunset with the Hartfords, and finally captain a boat he could call his own. Until then, he’d take the money and the goodwill and keep his head down.

‘Right … OK, that’s all I need to know. Thanks, Natalie. Send over the boat specs and flight info when you can.’ He hadn’t got to where he was today by asking questions he didn’t want the answers to.

The next day he got the call from Agatha, who explained that ‘her employer’ was looking for someone discreet. Daniel knew the drill: sign the NDA and don’t go posting anything on social media. He always found that request amusing; maybe it made sense to ask that of the Gen Z junior crew, but Daniel was a captain now. Surely they didn’t really think he was in the habit of putting shirtless pictures of himself clasping a bottle of Grey Goose on the internet?

Sometimes he would remember, with a start, that many of the crew were not much younger than him. He supposed that it wasn’t that insane to imagine that a twenty-eight-year-old might want to disseminate a ‘thirst trap’ every now and again, but Daniel had always been an old soul.

When his classmates were getting Facebook for the first time, he was buried in an aviation magazine, or a book about tractors. Anything with an engine had always fascinated him. His interest in boats specifically hadn’t solidified until his later teenage years.

Agatha explained the staffing structure, which seemed a bit excessive for only three permanent guests: Agatha herself, her employer and his daughter.

‘And before I go on, I did just want to confirm that you have understood the terms of your NDA? I saw that your agency returned the form with some amendments …’ Agatha sounded irritated.

But this wasn’t Daniel’s first gig. He was more than happy to commit to not revealing any personal information about his employer in public but the severity of this particular NDA seemed overzealous and he didn’t like making promises he wouldn’t keep.

‘Yes, I’m just not comfortable with signing the section that prohibits “discussion of all details and particulars pertaining to the employer, the voyage, the crew and the guests, in all circumstances, including in private and with familiars”.’ He had memorised the phrase, prepared for the pushback.

Agatha huffed, ‘Well it’s standard stuff.’

Daniel knew they weren’t in a position to find a replacement for him at this point, so he held firm. ‘I’d just like to be able to talk to my own mom about my job at Christmas without fear that I’m about to be sued.’

A pause on the other end of the line. ‘OK, well you’ve signed the most important clauses I suppose … no disclosure to the press, on social media, in public forums …’ Agatha seemed reluctant to concede, but eventually she did. ‘As long as you understand that Mr Chuck Regas deeply values his staff’s discretion at all times.’ With the emphasis that she placed on his name, Daniel understood that he was supposed to be impressed, but he had no idea who she was talking about.

‘Of course,’ Daniel said matter-of-factly. His understated response only seemed to annoy Agatha more.

Agatha tried again. ‘That’s Regas, of Pagonis.’

She might as well have been speaking in Greek; none of it meant anything to Daniel. ‘Understood,’ he replied.

Exasperated, Agatha continued with her spiel: ‘At various intervals, Mr Regas will be flying out some associates and other friends, but none of that is your concern. Victoria, our head stewardess, will of course be in charge of managing the crew. I suspect you won’t have many dealings with any of the staff apart from the first officer.’ Agatha sounded dismissive when she said ‘staff’, which Daniel found interesting, considering she was technically part of that category herself.

‘And Mr Regas will undoubtedly ask you to call him Chuck, but I would advise against that. It sets up a complicated dynamic, don’t you think?’ Agatha had the sort of piercing British enunciation that conveyed that she inherently knew ‘how things should be done’ and Daniel had no desire to upset the status quo.

‘Of course – I understand,’ he repeated, when Agatha was done.

‘We very much look forward to welcoming you to the team.’ The phrase sounded forced and stilted, but then Daniel’s response was not particularly convincing either.

‘Thank you, Agatha, I look forward to working with you all too.’ He hung up the phone and sighed. For now, he had a docking to organise, so there was no time to dwell, but he was pleased to have kept himself out of the most binding restrictions on that NDA. He suspected much of the younger crew would not be so savvy.




Chapter 7

Ore

Ore hadn’t been expecting the company. Chuck had not mentioned that his personal assistant and his teenage daughter would be joining them for dinner. They made for an unlikely gathering. Agatha sat bolt upright, her startlingly blonde hair tucked neatly behind her ears, and Chuck was opposite her, at the other end of the table. Ore was facing Melanie, whose exceptionally straight and slightly too long fringe covered her eyes.

The adults were all politely chatting about how delicious the scallops were, and Ore was frustrated that she wouldn’t have the opportunity to talk to Chuck alone tonight. It was always much more complicated to catch an interviewee off guard when there was an audience. She guessed that that was the plan. Melanie hadn’t yet said a word, apart from a giggly thank you to the stewardess who had brought the food.

‘So, Chuck, what’s it like running a company like Pagonis?’ She thought it was a simple enough starter question, but almost before she had finished her sentence, Agatha jumped in.

‘He’s always busy, aren’t you, Chuck? And that means I’m always busy too! It takes a lot of manpower to keep a place like Pagonis ticking over, and keeping all that manpower in check isn’t an easy job either.’ Agatha was a journalist’s worst nightmare; she had that canny ability to say something without really revealing anything at all.

Ore smiled at Agatha, hiding her irritation, and then looked back over at Chuck, who was chewing on a sprig of samphire as though he had no intention of answering the question directed at him. So this is how it’s going to go, thought Ore. She decided to change her tack.

‘And what’s it like being the daughter of Chuck Regas then, Melanie?’

The girl looked surprised at being acknowledged, and then a little flustered. ‘Umm, it’s all right, you know. I guess Pagonis isn’t like the worst vibe out there, but it’s hardly like a non-profit or anything.’

Agatha forced a dry laugh. A tiny vein throbbed just south of her immaculate hairline. ‘Oh, that’s just Melanie, our budding little socialist!’ Her tone was verging on shrill. ‘Teenagers, what are they like?’ The phrase might have sat better had Agatha herself not looked so young. Maybe it was genetics, or maybe it was expensive face cream, but Ore would have assumed that they were about the same age, at least half a decade away from thirty.

Melanie looked back down at her food sullenly. Ore felt a pang of pity for the girl. Despite the unimaginable luxury, how deathly boring it must be to spend your summer holidays with only your dad and his employees for company.

Ore tried again, turning her whole upper body to resolutely address Chuck. ‘And how long has the move into hardware been on the cards?’ A sharp intake of breath from over her right shoulder and Ore knew that she was once again about to be bested by Agatha.

‘Well it’s been in the works for quite a while, but Chuck wanted to make sure that the company was in a solid place, financially, but also brand-wise before expanding into new markets.’ Ore turned her head emphatically and met Agatha’s gaze, hoping to shame her into an apology, or at least silence, but Agatha was not deterred. ‘We’re hoping that by developing our own batteries we can transform how efficiently and sustainably our servers are run, but in the long term we might look into making that product available to our competitors.’

Agatha was a walking, talking press release, thought Ore. In fact, she was pretty sure that most of the phrasing matched word for word.

‘Interesting,’ said Ore flatly, as she speared her last scallop. ‘Maybe we could have a chat one on one at some point, Agatha?’ It was clear that she had a lot to say; maybe Ore could exhaust her, and then try and get to Chuck.

‘Oh, well maybe not, I’m pretty busy.’

Ore was not easily vexed. She considered herself fairly tolerant, happy-go-lucky even, but Agatha’s smug smile riled her.

‘Oh, well, no problem, I wouldn’t want to impede you doing your job.’ Ore knew it was petty, the tone, the mimicking of language, and the way Agatha’s eyes sparkled, Ore also knew she had lost this particular joust.

Mel looked from one woman to the other and smirked. Even the teenager in the room was picking up on the childish atmosphere. Ore needed to get a grip. From then on, she stuck to small talk, commenting on the food and ‘lovely weather’.

Chuck only piped up to ask Mel an absent-dad-coded question about how school was going. The rest of the time he got on with eating his meal, checking his phone occasionally but mainly staring placidly into the middle distance. Ore wondered how somebody who appeared to have so few thoughts had built himself a multibillion-dollar empire.

After the dessert was cleared by the stewardesses, Ore declined coffee. She felt suddenly exhausted, the stretch of the past thirty hours weighing down her eyelids. She strained to stop herself from yawning as she willed Agatha and Chuck to hurry up with their unfathomably tiny sips of espresso. Eventually everyone stood up, almost in unison, and Ore scrambled to her feet.

Agatha addressed the table as if she were holding court. ‘Thank you all for a lovely dinner. I’ll be taking myself off to bed now. Goodnight, everyone.’ Ore was sure she even bowed her head ever so slightly before turning to leave.

Mel scuttled off in the opposite direction, and finally Ore was alone with Chuck. She summoned her last ounce of energy. ‘Do you always let Agatha do all your talking for you?’ It was an impertinent question – she knew that – but the mix of tiredness and frustration had lowered her inhibitions.

Chuck looked up from his phone, an eyebrow raised. ‘Straight to the point I see, Miss …’ He obviously couldn’t remember her surname.

‘Please, call me Ore,’ she replied, and thought she saw the shadow of a smile tug at his lips.

‘Of course, Ore – forgive me, I am a busy man and having someone like Agatha who can keep across everything is indispensable to me.’ He looked down again and then back up. ‘But I will say that for your profile you would probably be best speaking to my staff, rather than me. There is no worse judge of one’s character than oneself.’

‘Perhaps, but it’s always revealing to know what people think they are like.’ She was enjoying herself. The repartee felt good-humoured but a little daring.

Chuck laughed softly and put his phone in his pocket, offering her the rare gift of his full attention. ‘I tell you what, spend the next couple of days talking to the crew and then I promise I will give you …’ he looked at his watch, as if calculating there and then ‘… forty-five minutes alone, with me, on Sunday, how does that sound?’

Ore beamed. ‘Deal.’

Chuck laughed again, shaking his head slightly, and left her alone in the dining room.

When she got back to her room, Ore collapsed onto the pristine, white sheets. As she groaned with exhaustion, she felt something digging into her shoulder. On closer inspection she saw it was a small packet of
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