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As we step aboard the ship, I take a long, satisfying look at the polished decks, the subtle sway of the ocean already humming beneath my feet. The salty breeze has that tang I adore, promising mischief and indulgence. Jack gives my hand a squeeze, a knowing smile pulling at the corners of his lips. He’s quiet as ever, but his eyes glint with that familiar, thrilling look. We’ve been talking about this trip for months, and now we’re finally here, ready to make the most of our little floating paradise.

We check in, and I give a polite nod to the crew, feeling the pulse of excitement build as we’re directed to our cabin. I stifle a smirk. Not exactly the sprawling villa we had in the Mediterranean, but cosy enough for a few plans. The bed looks big enough, at least. Jack catches my eye, lips twitching with amusement, clearly reading my mind. I can already imagine us here, testing the squeak of that bed frame, but there’ll be time for that later. For now, I tug his arm, pulling him towards the door with a wink.

We drop our bags and make our way to one of the bars. It’s a quiet spot with dim lighting, the kind of place perfect for nursing a cocktail or two while eyeing strangers across the room. Jack orders a whisky, smooth as always, and I go for something light and bubbly, savoring the coolness of the glass against my fingers. The atmosphere is pleasantly subdued, early evening calm settling around us like a cloak. I pull out my phone, tapping out a quick message to the others, letting them know where we are.

I lean back in my seat, crossing my legs just slowly enough to catch Jack’s gaze flickering down. His cheeks redden, barely noticeable, but I know that look all too well. The thrill of being in a new place, with the delicious prospect of fresh adventures, simmers between us, adding a spark to the air. My mind drifts, and I think of Mark, Bex, Amy, and Matt, of the laughter and sly smiles that always seem to crop up whenever we’re together. Last year’s ski trip comes to mind, the ways we pushed each other’s limits, especially Matt. I grin, imagining his nervous laugh, his tendency to overcompensate with that loud bravado of his, hiding a sweet, delicious insecurity I find entirely too tempting.

My phone buzzes with replies. Amy’s the first to respond, of course. “On our way! Bring on the cocktails and the chaos,” she writes, a hint of her playful tone even coming through in text. I feel a thrill of anticipation settle in my stomach. If there’s one thing about Amy, it’s that she brings a bit of fire wherever she goes. A moment later, Matt chimes in, likely following right behind her. I chuckle, leaning closer to Jack, sharing the messages.

“What do you think?” I ask, raising my glass, letting my gaze flick over his lips. “Think they’re ready for another year of adventure?”

Jack’s eyes twinkle with that familiar spark, lifting his glass to meet mine. “With you involved? I doubt they stand a chance.” He says it quietly, so only I can hear, but it’s enough to make my skin prickle with anticipation.
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As we sip our drinks, waiting for the others to join us, I let my mind wander over the nights to come. We’re not in the villa this time, but I can tell this ship has its own delights waiting to be discovered.

The evening is buzzing with a warm energy as I slide onto the barstool next to Mark, watching Katie and Jack at the far end of the bar, their heads bent close, sharing a drink in that quiet, knowing way they always do. Amy and Matt are taking seats nearby, Matt cracking a loud joke that fills the space, his nerves like an open book to anyone paying attention. I share a grin with Mark, feeling that subtle thrill that always hums around this group when we’re together.

Once everyone has a drink in hand, we make our way to one of the ship’s restaurants. It’s the kind of place that glows with dim lighting, soft music drifting in the background. We’re seated at a table tucked into a cosy corner, away from the main flow of people, giving us a bit of privacy, not that any of us are exactly shy.

As we settle in and start glancing over the menus, our conversation turns to memories of last year’s trip. Laughter ripples around the table as we recount the skiing, the drinks, and, eventually, the wilder side of our holiday that had started as a tentative idea and had turned into something else entirely. I catch Mark’s eye across the table, both of us holding back matching smirks. We’ve discussed this trip more than once, wondering what it would bring. A little thrill of excitement runs through me as I glance around the table, watching their expressions, gauging where they all stand.

After a bit of back and forth, I lean forward, lowering my voice just enough to make them all listen closely.

“I’ve been thinking,” I say, my voice carrying that playful tone that’s been bubbling up since we boarded. “Since the cabins are small and, well, let’s face it, we’re not exactly in the villa with all that space,” I pause, grinning as their eyes brighten with intrigue. “Why don’t we try something a little different?”

There’s a glint in Katie’s eye, and I know she’s already following my thought. I take a sip of my wine, letting the tension build before continuing.

“Imagine this: instead of our usual arrangements, we could make it a bit more clandestine. Pretend we’re having secret affairs and assignations, sneaking around like we’re actually hiding something.” I glance at each of them, noticing a spark of interest, especially from Amy and Katie. “A bit of forbidden fun, keeping it from each other as if we’re being illicit.”

Mark’s hand finds mine under the table, giving it a gentle squeeze. We’d already tossed this idea around before the trip, to see if it might give the holiday a new twist. Now that it’s out in the open, I feel a delicious tension settling around the table.
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