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Chapter 1: Landing
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The moment the airplane door cracked open, a wall of air—thick, warm, and smelling of jet fuel, damp earth, and distant salt—shoved its way into the cabin. Celeste, folded into her window seat for the last four hours, felt it wash over her face like a palpable sigh. Next to her, Jim let out a low, appreciative hum. “That’s not Ohio air,” he said, already unbuckling.

“Promise?” Celeste replied, a tired smile playing on her lips. She stretched her long legs as best she could, the bones in her knees popping softly. The line to deplane inched forward, a parade of rumpled polo shirts and floral sundresses. She caught a glimpse of herself in the dark window: blonde hair flattened on one side, blue eyes wide with the residual buzz of travel. We made it, they seemed to say.

The chaos of Punta Cana International Airport was a cheerful, organized riot. Merengue music pulsed from hidden speakers, battling with the din of families reuniting in a cacophony of Spanish and laughter. They followed the flow, past giant posters of smiling couples sipping from coconuts, toward the immigration line.

Jim handled the passports, his steady, practical demeanor a quiet anchor. Celeste watched him, this man with his thoughtful brown eyes and perpetually tousled brown hair, as he engaged in a polite, slow-paced exchange with the uniformed officer. He’d done all the research, downloaded the e-ticket forms, and had their resort confirmation ready on his phone. It was one of the things she loved, the way he engineered calm out of potential chaos.

“Welcome to the Dominican Republic,” the officer said, stamping their passports with a definitive thud.

The transition from air-conditioned terminal to the arrivals hall was a plunge into a tropical bath. Heat shimmered above the tarmac. A hundred drivers held signs, calling out “Taxi!” and “Transporte!” Jim’s hand found the small of Celeste’s back, a familiar point of contact as he scanned the crowd. Then he saw it: a placard with “Paraíso Blanco Resort – Mr. & Mrs. Nance” in careful script.

Their driver, Luis, a man in his fifties with a magnificent smile, loaded their bags into a spacious van. “First time in D.R.?” he asked, merging into traffic that felt more like a fluid dance than a system of rules.

“First time,” Celeste confirmed, her face pressed to the window. She was captivated by the blur of color: motorbikes weaving with whole families aboard, bright pink bougainvillea tumbling over concrete walls, roadside stalls piled high with green coconuts and pyramids of mangoes.

Jim leaned forward from the back seat, chatting with Luis about the drive, the weather, and the best local beer. He was in information-gathering mode, his brown eyes missing nothing. Celeste listened to the easy rumble of his voice, content to let the landscape narrate its own story. This was their balance: his grounded curiosity, her immersive wonder.

The highway gave way to a palm-lined boulevard, and then, a guarded gate. A sign, elegantly carved in stone, announced Paraíso Blanco. The resort unfolded like a postcard brought to life: impossibly white stucco buildings with terracotta roofs, meandering stone paths through manicured gardens of hibiscus and bird of paradise, and at the end of the central vista, a flash of turquoise so brilliant it seemed to vibrate.

“Oh, Jim,” Celeste breathed. He squeezed her hand, his own smile wide and unreserved.

Check-in was a blur of chilled glasses of mamajuana—a sweet, spiced rum punch—and a whirlwind tour by a bubbly concierge. Their room was in a low-rise building facing the sea. Luis placed their bags inside with a nod. “Your paradise,” he said with a smile, before leaving them to it.

The room was airy and cool, dominated by a king-sized bed swathed in white linen and a wall of sliding glass doors. But neither looked at the room. In unison, they walked to the doors, slid them open, and stepped onto the balcony.

The Caribbean stretched before them, a vast, dazzling sheet of blue grading from aquamarine at the sugar-sand shore to a deep cobalt on the horizon. The air here was pure salt and warmth. The only sounds were the rhythmic, soothing crush of waves and the distant laugh of a couple from the pool deck below.

For a long moment, they just stood there, side-by-side, forearms resting on the warm balcony rail, shoulders touching. The stress of the journey, the last-minute packing, the winter they’d left behind in Cleveland—it all dissolved, carried away on the breeze.

Jim broke the silence, his voice soft. “We did it. A whole week. No work emails. No ‘just checking in’ calls.”

Celeste turned her head to look at him. The late afternoon sun gilded the side of his face, highlighting the faint stubble on his jaw. The resort light was already working on him, softening the faint lines of concentration around his eyes. “A whole week,” she echoed, leaning her head against his shoulder. “What’s the first rule of vacation?”

He grinned, a boyish expression she didn’t see often enough back home. “The schedule is: there is no schedule.”

“Wrong,” she said, straightening up. A playful glint lit her blue eyes. “The first rule is: beach. Immediately. Before we unpack, before we even find the sunscreen. We have to put our feet in that water.”

Jim laughed, a genuine, free sound. “A direct order. I can’t argue with that logic.”

Two minutes later, they were kicking off their sneakers and socks on the powdery sand. The beach was wide and nearly empty, the golden hour painting everything in a honeyed glow. Celeste, in her travel shorts and tank top, broke into a run, her long legs carrying her toward the surf. Jim followed, shedding his own layers of travel wear.

The water was a shock of perfect warmth. Celeste gasped as it swirled around her ankles, then her calves. She turned to face Jim, who was wading in behind her. “It’s like bathwater!” she exclaimed, splashing a tiny spray at him.

He caught her hand, pulling her gently against him. The water lapped at their thighs. He looked down at her, his brown eyes serious for a beat, taking in her sun-streaked hair, the salt spray on her skin, the utter relaxation in her posture. “Remember why we booked this?” he asked quietly.

She nodded, her earlier playfulness softening into something more profound. “Because we forgot how to do this. Just... be. Together.”

“Right,” he said. He leaned in and kissed her, a slow, salty, sun-warmed kiss that tasted of mamajuana and promise. It was a kiss that felt like a new beginning, right there in the gentle cradle of the Caribbean Sea.

When they finally broke apart, foreheads resting together, the sun was beginning its spectacular descent toward the horizon, setting the sky on fire with oranges and pinks. The first day of their vacation had just begun, and the only item on their agenda was each other.
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Chapter 2: Dinner and Drinks
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The first day of their vacation was purposefully short and sweet. After their inaugural splash in the sea, they’d unpacked a bit, showered off the travel grit, and spent the remaining golden hours sprawled on the balcony chairs, watching the sky perform its fiery descent. The plan, agreed upon with lazy smiles, was simple: a nice dinner, maybe a drink or two at the lobby bar, and ideally, a night out at the hotel’s nightclub.

By 7 p.m., they were seated at La Brisa, the resort’s open-air beachfront restaurant. Strings of delicate lights crisscrossed above them, and the air carried the soft scent of grilling seafood and night-blooming jasmine. A three-piece band played gentle salsa covers in the corner.

“This is the stuff,” Jim said, raising his first drink—a local Presidente beer, its bottle slick with condensation. He took a long pull. “To no alarm clocks.”

Celeste clinked her glass of crisp Sauvignon Blanc against it. “To sand in places where sand shouldn’t be.”

The food was phenomenal. Celeste had mofongo, a fragrant mound of mashed plantains with garlic and chicharrón, served with succulent shrimp. Jim went for the churrasco, a perfectly grilled skirt steak with a chimichurri that had a citrusy kick. They shared bites, feeding each other across the small table, their feet tangled underneath.

But with the second course came Jim’s second beer. Then, with the rich chocolate tres leches cake they shared for dessert, he ordered a third. And as the plates were cleared, he signaled for a fourth, this time swapping to a local dark rum, Brugal, served neat.

“Whoa, pace yourself, captain,” Celeste said lightly, sipping her second glass of wine. “We’ve got a whole week.”

“I’m pacing!” he insisted, his smile loose and easy. The warm flush from the beach had deepened on his cheeks. “It’s vacation pace. Different metric.” He knocked back the rum, savoring the burn. “Strong. Good.”

On the meandering stone path back to their room, the warm night air felt like velvet. They passed a thatch-roofed structure nestled beside one of the winding pools, its interior glowing with blue light. A sign read La Cueva – Nightly Entertainment. The pulse of a reggaeton beat thumped from within.

“Ooh, a little bar!” Celeste said, pausing. “Should we peek? We could just have one nightcap.”

Jim, his arm slung comfortably over her shoulders, squeezed. “Now you’re talking. One nightcap. Scout the scene for tomorrow.”

La Cueva was dark, cool, and buzzing with the energy of two dozen other guests. They found two stools at the polished wood bar. The bartender, a young man with impressive dreads, moved with rhythmic efficiency.

“What’ll it be?” he asked, his English smooth.

“Two of the... what’s that blue one everyone’s drinking?” Jim asked, pointing to a vibrant cocktail in a coupe glass.

“The Paraíso Azul. Coco rum, blue curaçao, pineapple, and a splash of cream. Very popular.”

“Perfect. Two of those,” Jim said.

The drinks arrived, a stunning azure blue with a pineapple wedge speared by a tiny paper umbrella. They were sweet, cold, and dangerously easy to drink. Celeste nursed hers, enjoying the sugar rush and the people-watching. Jim finished his in a few long gulps.

“Another?” the bartender asked, appearing like a phantom.

“Yeah, why not?” Jim said, before Celeste could respond.

“Jim,” she said, her voice low. “We said one.”

“It’s fine, babe. I’m fine. It’s just pineapple juice, basically.” He tapped the bar. “Make it a double this time. And keep the umbrella.”

The second Paraíso Azul went down just as easily. Then, after some cajoling debate with the bartender about “what the locals really drink,” Jim was presented with a short glass of clear liquid and two lime wedges. “Mamajuana shot. The real stuff, not the sweet punch. For strength,” the bartender winked.

Jim tossed it back, shuddered dramatically, and bit into a lime. Celeste watched, her earlier amusement starting to curdle into concern. His laughter was getting louder, his movements less precise. He then attempted to order a final beer, “to wash it down.”

“Okay,” Celeste said firmly, placing her hand over his on the bartop. Her own glass had been empty for twenty minutes. “Time to go. Let’s get you some water.”

“I’m good! I’m having a good time,” he protested, but he allowed her to steer him off the stool. He swayed slightly, catching himself on her shoulder. “See? Steady as a rock.”

—
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BACK IN THEIR ROOM, the mood shifted. The carefree beach energy was gone, replaced by the harsh overhead bathroom light and the palpable weight of Jim’s intoxication. Celeste had been changing into her new, sexy little crimson dress for their first night out together. Jim sat heavily on the edge of the bed, his head in his hands.

“Ugh. Spinning a little,” he mumbled.

“I’m not surprised,” Celeste said, her voice carefully neutral. She brushed her hair with more force than necessary. Earlier, they’d talked about maybe checking out the main nightclub—a space that served as a convention room by day but transformed into Club Azúcar after ten. The music from it was a distant, inviting throb.

She applied a little mascara, a tinted lip balm. Hoping. Each action was a silent question. Will you be able to pull it together?

From the bed, Jim groaned and toppled onto his side, still in his dinner clothes. He looked pale under his tan. “Celeste... I don’t think... I can’t do the club.”

She turned from the mirror, disappointment growing. “Yeah. I’m getting that.”

“I’m sorry.” His words were slurred, thick with regret and rum. “It’s my fault. I got carried away. Stupid.” He pushed himself up on an elbow, his brown eyes glassy and earnest. “You should go. By yourself. Have fun. Don’t let me ruin the night.” He managed a weak, pathetic smile. “Maybe you won’t be as mad at me tomorrow.”

Celeste looked at him—her capable, planned-everything husband, now a rumpled, nauseous mess on the resort linens. Anger, disappointment, and a sharp pang of pity warred within her. She was miffed, truly. Their first night out, wasted—literally.

“I’m not going to leave you like this,” she said, but it was half-hearted. The bass from the club threaded through the balcony door, a siren call to the vacation she’d imagined.

“Go,” he insisted, collapsing back onto the pillow. “Please. I’ll just... sleep. I’ll be fine.” His eyes were already closing.

She took her time. She finished her skincare. She spritzed on perfume. She put on a sheer cover-up over her new dress, the fabric catching the light. Each minute was a silent gamble, a wait for a miracle recovery that didn’t come. The only sound from Jim became the deep, heavy breathing of someone who had surrendered completely.

Finally, she stood by the bed, looking down at him. He was out, mouth slightly open, one shoe still on. The anger had cooled to a simmering frustration. He’d told her to go. He was right, it was his fault. And sitting in this dark room listening to him snore felt like a punishment she hadn’t earned.

With a quiet sigh, she slipped her room key into the pocket of her cover-up. She gave Jim one last glance, turned off the main light, and slipped out the door.

The hallway was bright and empty. The distant thump of music grew clearer. She was alone, slightly annoyed, and the first real night of their vacation was now hers to navigate solo.
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Chapter 3: The (Non) Hangover
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The walk from her building to the central pavilion housing Club Azúcar felt longer alone. Celeste’s sandals clicked a solitary rhythm on the stone path. The crimson dress, which had felt like a confident choice in the mirror, now seemed like a beacon announcing: Here stands a woman whose husband passed out. She clutched the edges of her sheer cover-up, a flimsy shield. Visions of pitying glances from other couples, or worse, predatory ones from single men, flitted through her mind. This was a mistake. I should just go back.

But the thump of the bass grew louder, a physical pulse in the warm air, pulling her forward. She’d told Jim she was going. To turn back now would mean admitting defeat to an empty room.

The club was a jarring, exhilarating transformation. By day, this had been a bland space of folding chairs and a projector screen. She was fairly confident this room was often used to sell timeshares. Now, it was a cavern of swirling lights, deep house music, and bodies in motion. The ceiling was lost in darkness, and a professional DJ booth was set up where a podium might have stood. It was crowded but not packed, a mix of couples and small groups.

Celeste made a beeline for the long, gleaming bar that ran along one side. Safety first. A drink in hand was a prop, a reason to be standing alone.

“Piña colada, please,” she said to the bartender, opting for something sweet and uncomplicated. She turned to lean against the bar, facing the dance floor as she waited for her cool, creamy drink. She watched the dancers—some skilled, most just happily moving to the rhythm. A pang of loneliness hit her. She and Jim weren’t great dancers, but they would have been out there, laughing, holding each other up.

Her drink arrived. As she turned to take it, she realized three people had materialized beside her, a bubble of loud, cheerful energy suddenly expanding into her personal space.

“—so I told him, if the snorkel mask doesn’t fit, you gotta blow on the seal, dude! It’s not rocket science!” a wiry guy with close-cropped blond hair was saying, his arms gesturing widely.

“Anthony, you are a menace on dry land and in the water,” laughed the woman next to him, Alexa. She had a tousled brunette bob and an easy smile.

The third member of their party, a tall Black man with close-cropped hair and a fitted, short-sleeved shirt that showed off toned arms, was shaking his head with a grin. “You’re the reason they have those liability waivers, man.”

They were ordering a round of shots—something clear and lethal-looking. As the bartender set them up, Alexa’s gaze, scanning the bar for lime wedges, landed on Celeste. Her expression was open, friendly, not assessing.

“Tough to find a spot tonight, huh?” Alexa said, raising her voice over the music.

Celeste, caught off guard, offered a small smile. “Just staking my claim.”

The tall man, Dante, followed Alexa’s line of sight. His eyes were a warm, intelligent brown. “Smart. It’s a jungle out there.” He gestured to the dance floor with his chin.

“We’re invading your territory,” Anthony said, not unkindly. “We come in peace. And tequila.” He raised his newly arrived shot glass. “Dante here needs it. Medicinal purposes.”

“Shut up,” Dante said, shoving him playfully.

“Bad break-up,” Alexa confided to Celeste in a mock-whisper. “We’re the emergency fun intervention squad.”

Despite herself, Celeste laughed. Their energy was infectious, uncomplicated. “Sounds like an important mission.”

“The most important,” Anthony agreed. He knocked back his shot, shuddered, and pointed at Dante and Alexa’s full glasses. “No laggards! To fun!” Dante and Alexa rolled their eyes in unison but drank.

“I’m Alexa, this spectacle is my fiancé Anthony, and our suffering friend is Dante,” Alexa said.

“Celeste,” she said, introducing herself with a smile.

“So, Celeste,” Anthony said, leaning in. “Solo mission tonight, or is your squad hiding somewhere?”

The question was inevitable. She took a fortifying sip of her colada. “Solo by default. My husband, Jim, is... indisposed. Discovered the local rum a little too enthusiastically.”

There was a beat, and then all three of them burst into good-natured laughter. It wasn’t mocking; it was the laughter of shared, understanding commiseration.

“Oh, no! The classic Day One Overcommit,” Alexa said, wiping her eye.

“A noble sacrifice,” Anthony nodded sagely. “He’s taken one for the team so you could have an adventure.”

Dante smiled at her. “His loss, our gain. Now we have a fourth who isn’t legally obligated to find Anthony’s snorkeling stories funny.”

Before she could overthink it, they pulled her into their orbit. Another round appeared. Celeste stuck with her colada. Then Anthony, emboldened by tequila and a new audience, declared the only cure for anything was dancing. He grabbed Alexa’s hand and Dante’s arm. Dante, in turn, glanced at Celeste with a raised eyebrow. “You in?”

The anxiety from ten minutes ago was gone, melted away by their easy inclusion. “Why not?”

They found a spot on the floor. None of them were particularly good dancers. Anthony moved with enthusiastic, uncoordinated joy. Alexa had a natural, bobbing rhythm. Dante had a smooth, contained way of moving, all relaxed shoulders and easy steps. Celeste let the music guide her, feeling the stiffness of disappointment finally leave her body.

During a slower song, they huddled for a breather, sweating and smiling. “So, how long have you guys been friends?” Celeste asked, shouting slightly.

“Since freshman year of college,” Alexa said, hooking her arm through Anthony’s. “These two were roommates. I was down the hall.”

“And I’ve been third-wheeling their epic love story ever since,” Dante added, his tone light, but Celeste caught a fleeting shadow in his eyes. The break-up.

“It’s not third-wheeling, it’s stabilizing our triangle,” Anthony corrected. “Every solid structure needs three points.”

They danced for nearly an hour. The conversation flowed effortlessly between songs—work, home cities (they were from Miami), terrible vacation stories. Celeste and Dante often ended up side-by-side, whether at the bar getting water or on the edge of the dance floor. Their conversation had a different texture. It wasn’t just banter. He asked about what she did for a living, really listening to her answer. He talked about being an architect, not just the job, but the philosophy of space and light. He was witty, observant, and his laughter was a low, warm sound that cut through the music.

There was a moment, as they were all laughing at Anthony’s attempt to teach the group a salsa step, where Dante’s hand briefly steadied Celeste’s waist to keep her from stumbling. The contact was fleeting, polite, but a jolt of pure, uncomplicated attraction shot through her. He felt it too; she saw the slight, acknowledging shift in his expression before he smoothly pulled his hand back.

If I were single, the thought arrived, unbidden and electric.

The night began to wind down. Anthony was yawning dramatically. “I’m hitting a wall, people. Last call for this champion.”

Celeste checked her phone, shocked to see it was after one. She was a bit surprised to see she didn’t have any messages. Jim must have been in a really deep sleep.

“We should head out,” Alexa agreed. “Walk you back to your building, Celeste?”

They spilled out of the club, the sudden quiet of the night feeling like a blanket. The four of them walked together under the starlit sky, the path lit by subtle ground lights. The conversation was softer now, tinged with the melancholy of a fun night ending.

At the junction for her building, they stopped. “This is me,” Celeste said.

“It was really great to meet you,” Alexa said, pulling her into a quick, genuine hug. “Rescue Jim for us tomorrow.”

“Yeah, tell him to hydrate,” Anthony added, clapping Dante on the shoulder. “We’re doing the catamaran cruise at 2 o’clock. You guys should come. If he’s vertical.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Celeste smiled.

Dante hung back a moment as the other two started down their path. “Seriously,” he said, his voice quiet. “It was a pleasure. Made the night a lot better.”

“For me too,” she said, and she meant it. “Thanks for the rescue.”

“Anytime.” He gave her a small, warm smile, then turned to catch up with his friends. “See you tomorrow, maybe.”

Celeste walked the final stretch to her room alone, the echo of the music replaced by the buzz in her veins and the clarity of the night air. The thought returned, sharper now in the solitude.

If I were single, Dante and I would not be saying goodnight out here.

She let herself into the dark, quiet room. Jim was exactly as she’d left him, snoring softly, one shoe still on. The frustration was still there, but it was now layered with something else: the memory of a great night, of easy laughter, and of a connection that felt thrillingly, purely possible in a way nothing had in years.

She slipped off her sandals and got ready for bed in the dark, careful not to wake him. As she slid under the cool sheets, her mind replayed Dante’s laugh, the way his hand had felt on her waist. She was asleep before Jim even stirred.
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Chapter 4: Rough Start
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A low, pained groan was Jim’s first communication of the day. Celeste, already awake and reading on her phone in the sliver of sunlight that made it past the blackout curtains, watched him.

He lay perfectly still, as if movement might detonate something in his skull. One hand crept up to shield his eyes from the nonexistent light. “Oh, God,” he whispered, his voice gravelly. “My head is a war crime.”

“Good morning,” Celeste said, her tone carefully neutral. The remnants of last night’s annoyance were still there, but they’d been softened by sleep and the pragmatic light of day.

“What time is it?”

“Almost ten.”

Another groan. “I’m so sorry. I am an idiot.”

“Yes,” she agreed, but without malice. She put her phone down and got up. “Come on. You need water, and then a shower. You’ll feel marginally more human.”

She filled a glass from the bottled water on the nightstand and handed it to him. He pushed himself up on one elbow, moving with the caution of a bomb disposal expert, and drank it in slow, deliberate swallows. “You went out last night,” he stated, a flicker of memory returning.

“I did.”

“How was it?”

“It was fun,” she said, turning to open the curtains just a crack. She left it at that. Now wasn’t the time for details.

“Good. I’m glad.” He sounded genuinely relieved. “I meant to send you a text. Did I?”

“No, I never received anything,” she said, which was the complete and honest truth.

“Oh, my bad... I really meant to send something to check on you.”

Celeste nodded, “Come on. Let’s get you showered. I’m hungry.”

Getting him vertical and into the shower was an operation. She ran the water cool, not cold, and handed him fresh clothes. Twenty minutes later, he emerged, hair damp, skin pale, but with the shattered-glass look gone from his eyes. He was downgraded from ‘critical’ to ‘severe.’

“Breakfast?” she asked.

“I might be able to look at some toast,” he conceded.

The main buffet restaurant, El Mercado, was a symphony of clattering plates and cheerful chaos, but they found a quiet table on the periphery. The sheer abundance of food—trays of crispy bacon, mountains of fresh fruit, made-to-order omelet stations, and a whole section of Dominican specialties like mangú and fried cheese—was a direct assault on Jim’s senses. He winced.

Celeste loaded her plate with fruit, yogurt, and a croissant. Jim returned with a single piece of dry toast, a small bowl of plain oatmeal, and a large glass of orange juice.

He sat down, staring at the toast as if it were a complex math problem. “So, who’d you meet?” he asked, finally taking a cautious bite.

Celeste kept it breezy. “A fun group. A couple and their friend. They’re from Miami. We just had a few drinks.”

“That’s good,” he said, sipping his OJ. The color began to slowly return to his face. The food, however, was a struggle. He managed half the toast and a few spoonfuls of oatmeal. The orange juice was the true hero, vanishing quickly.

“Better?” she asked as he pushed his bowl away.

“A little. The room’s not spinning anymore. It’s just... pounding. With a purpose.” He offered her a weak, apologetic smile. “I think I need to go back and lie down for an hour. Just one hour. Let the ibuprofen fully kick in.”

Celeste’s heart sank. The sun was brilliant, the pool beckoned, the beach was right there. She’d already sacrificed last night. “Jim, it’s a beautiful day. Can’t you just come sit in a shaded cabana? The fresh air might help.”

He shook his head, a tiny, careful movement. “The thought of that sun... I just need a dark room for a little bit. I’m sorry. You should go, though. Change into your suit, go to the pool. I’ll come find you. I promise. By noon, latest.”

The frustration bubbled up again, hot and sharp. She bit it back. Arguing with a hangover was like arguing with a wall. “Fine,” she said, not bothering to mask her disappointment. “One hour. Then you’re coming down.”

“Scout’s honor,” he said, placing a hand over his heart.

Back in the room, Jim crawled back into the rumpled bed with a sigh of relief. Celeste changed into her teal bikini and a white linen cover-up, her movements brisk. She packed her beach bag with a novel, sunscreen, and her sunglasses.

“Don’t forget to hydrate,” she said from the doorway.

“You’re an angel,” he mumbled into the pillow.

She closed the door a little harder than necessary.

The pool area was a vibrant, sun-drenched kingdom. Music played from hidden speakers, waiters wove through crowds with colorful drinks, and the air smelled of coconut oil and chlorine. She found an empty lounge chair near the quieter, infinity-edge section overlooking the beach. She spread her towel, applied sunscreen, and tried to read. But the words wouldn’t stick. Her gaze kept drifting to the path leading from the buildings, willing a recovered Jim to appear.

After thirty minutes of restless pretending, she gave up. She tied her cover-up around her waist and took the curving stone steps down to the beach. The sand was hot underfoot, the turquoise water dazzling. She walked along the shore, letting the foam rush over her ankles, the coolness a temporary balm for her irritation. She didn’t swim; going in alone felt like an admission of something. She just walked, lost in a loop of frustration and the lingering, guilty buzz from last night’s dance with Dante.

When she climbed back up the steps to the pool deck, brushing sand from her feet, she almost walked right into them.

“Celeste! Hey!” Alexa’s voice cut through her thoughts. The trio was there, looking effortlessly vacation-ready in swimwear, lounging on a cluster of chairs with a small army of empty cocktail glasses on the table between them.

“Good morning! Or, afternoon, I guess,” Anthony said, lifting his own fresh drink in greeting.

Dante, who had been looking out over a railing towards the ocean, turned. He was wearing board shorts and a faded gray t-shirt. His smile when he saw her was instant and warm, reaching his eyes. “You survived.”

“Barely,” she joked, feeling a sudden, unwarranted flush of happiness at seeing them. “You guys look... hydrated.”

“It’s a process,” Dante said, his voice a low counterpoint to the poolside chatter.

“Where’s the fallen soldier?” Alexa asked, patting the empty chair next to her. Celeste sat.

“In a dark room, negotiating a peace treaty with his headache,” Celeste reported. “He managed some toast. It was a whole production.”

They all laughed, the same easy commiseration from last night. “The Day One Overcommit has a brutal second act,” Anthony intoned solemnly.

“We’re about to head to lunch, then grab our stuff for the catamaran,” Alexa said. “It leaves at two. You guys should really come. It’s supposed to be amazing—snorkeling, open bar, the whole deal.”

The invitation was a spear of pure want. Celeste could picture it instantly: the wind, the sun, the fun. She could picture Dante on the deck of a boat. She swallowed her disappointment. “I wish. I really do. But there’s no way Jim’s up for a three-hour boat trip today. Zero chance.”

Alexa made a sympathetic face. “Ugh, bummer. Next time.”

“Definitely,” Celeste said, though she knew there likely wouldn’t be a ‘next time’ with this particular group.

A waiter came by, and Anthony ordered another round of “painkillers.” Dante declined another for himself. As Alexa and Anthony debated the merits of nachos versus tacos for lunch, Dante shifted in his chair to face Celeste more fully.

“So, you’re on pool-and-beach patrol solo again,” he said.

“Looks that way. I’m my own fun committee today.”

“Seems like a capable committee.” His gaze held hers for a beat. “The catamaran’s a real miss. You’d have liked it.”

“I know,” she said, and the two words felt loaded. I know I’d like it. I know I’d like being there, looking at you. She turned away, tracing a bead of condensation on the empty glass in front of her. “Maybe you can tell me all about it later. So I can live vicariously.”

“I’ll take detailed notes,” he promised, his voice dropping slightly, just for her. “Architect’s eye for scenic details and all.”

“I’ll hold you to that.”

Their eyes met again, and the flirting was no longer a subtle undertone. It was the conversation. It was in the way he looked at her, a mixture of appreciation and a shared, secret understanding of a missed opportunity. It was in the way she felt under that look—seen, interesting, desirable. It was a lifeline thrown to her simmering frustration, and she clung to it.

Alexa stood up, breaking the spell. “Okay, food. I’m fading. Celeste, you’re welcome to join us for a pre-boat lunch.”

“Thanks, but I should probably check on my patient,” she said, standing as well. The thought of sitting at a lunch table with them, watching the clock tick toward their adventure while hers remained stalled, was too much.

They said their goodbyes, with promises to “catch up later.” Dante’s “See you around, Celeste” felt like a specific, hopeful promise.

As she walked back toward her lonely lounge chair, the annoyance at Jim was still there. But it was now wrapped in a new, thrilling warmth. The sun felt better on her skin. The music sounded brighter. The memory of Jim’s pale face in the dark room was overlaid with the image of Dante’s easy smile in the brilliant sun.

Her attraction wasn’t just growing; it had taken root, and it was defiantly, wonderfully in bloom.
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Chapter 5: The Evening
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The afternoon had been a slow, sun-drenched exercise in compromise. Celeste had eventually gone back to the room and, with a mix of coaxing and gentle guilt, gotten Jim out of bed. He’d lasted an hour in a shaded poolside cabana, sipping water while she took a solitary swim in the sea. The distance between them felt physical, measured in the empty lounge chair beside him.

Now, in the softening light of evening, they walked to dinner. Jim was finally, genuinely hungry, having skipped a real lunch. He’d swapped his rumpled clothes for clean shorts and a polo shirt, but a pair of sleek aviator sunglasses remained firmly on his face, hiding his eyes.

They were seated at their table at La Brisa, the same restaurant as the night before. The romance of the lights and the ocean felt like a cruel parody to Celeste.

“You’re not going to take those off?” she asked, nodding at his sunglasses as a waiter poured her wine.

“Light’s still bothering me a little,” he said, studying the menu. “Headache’s down to a dull roar, but the glare kicks it up.”

She watched her own reflection in the dark lenses—a distorted, impersonal version of herself. She felt disconnected, adrift. This wasn’t the reconnection she’d imagined. It was damage control.

“It’s hard to talk to you when I can’t see your eyes,” she said, her voice quiet but firm.

Jim finally looked up, though she still couldn’t see where he was looking. “It’s just dinner, Celeste. I’m here. I’m hungry. Can we just... have a nice meal?” He reached for her hand, but the gesture felt scripted. She let her fingers lie limp in his.

The meal was competent. Jim ate his steak with a real appetite. Celeste pushed her seafood pasta around her plate. The conversation was logistical—what they might do tomorrow, a comment on the wine. The vibrant potential of the vacation had shrunk to the diameter of their table.

As they left the restaurant, the night air a relief, a burst of laughter cut through the resort’s ambient hum. Coming in through the front doors of the lobby, glowing with sun and salt, were Alexa, Anthony, and Dante. They were slightly sun-pinked, their hair wind-tousled, radiating the exhausted, happy energy of a perfect day.

“Celeste!” Alexa called, waving. “Oh my God, you missed the most incredible trip!”

A pang of pure, sharp jealousy hit Celeste in the chest. She forced a brilliant smile. “No way! Tell me everything!”

Anthony launched into a highlights reel: the turquoise cove, the rainbow of fish, the rum punch that “flowed like water.” Dante hung back slightly, his smile easy as he listened. His eyes met Celeste’s, and he gave her a small, knowing shrug, as if to say, Yeah, it was as good as you’re imagining.

“I’m so jealous,” Celeste said, and she almost meant it. “It sounds perfect!”

“You guys have to book it before you leave,” Alexa insisted. “Seriously.”

“We’ll look into it,” Jim said from beside Celeste, his voice polite but flat. He had nodded along but hadn’t removed his sunglasses.

With promises to connect tomorrow, the two groups parted ways, the trio heading toward the dining area, Celeste and Jim toward their room.

They walked in silence for a few steps on the moonlit path. Then Jim spoke, his tone casual, almost too casual.

“So, who was that, with your friends?”

Celeste kept her eyes straight ahead. “Who?”

“The guy. The one who didn’t say much.”

The question hung in the warm, fragrant air, simple and loaded.
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Chapter 6: The Bed
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“That’s Dante. The other friend I was telling you about.”

“Did you tell me about him? I don’t remember that,” Jim said.

“Yes, I definitely did! I said I made three new friends, and two of them were a couple. You were probably too hungover to remember.”

“...Maybe,” Jim admitted.

—
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BEFORE LONG, THEY WERE back in their room again, just the two of them. And Celeste was determined to reconnect, come hell or high water. The awkwardness of the walk, the jealousy of the evening, the distance of the last two days—it all needed to be burned away. She needed to feel close to him, to remind herself why they were here.

The silence was thick as they entered. Celeste didn’t let it settle. As Jim moved to turn on a lamp, she stepped into his path, placed her hands on his chest, and looked up at him. “Forget the light,” she said, her voice low.

He looked down, surprise flickering in his tired eyes, then a slow, understanding smile. The sunglasses were finally off. “Yeah?”

In answer, she kissed him. It started soft, a tentative bridge over the day’s rift, but the familiar taste of him, the feel of his body, sparked a desperate kind of hunger. She poured all her frustration and longing into it, and he responded in kind, his hands coming up to cup her face, then sliding down her back, pulling her tight against him.

They undressed each other in a frantic, familiar dance by the sliver of moonlight coming through the balcony doors. Buttons were fumbled, zippers caught. Clothes fell in a trail from the door to the edge of the bed. His mouth was on her neck, her collarbone, and she arched against him, her fingers tangled in his brown hair, pulling him closer.

They tumbled onto the cool sheets, a tangle of limbs. He kissed her deeply, his body a welcome, known weight. She wrapped her legs around him, urging him on, needing the distraction, the confirmation, the sheer physicality of them. He settled between her thighs, his breathing ragged against her ear. This was their rhythm, their default. Comfortable. Predictable.

He guided himself to her, the pressure familiar and insistent. He pushed forward, just the tip, and a soft, involuntary groan escaped her lips as she closed her eyes.

In that split second of penetration, in the dark behind her eyelids, it wasn’t Jim’s face she saw. It was Dante’s easy smile in the sun, the confident line of his shoulders, the way his hand had felt steadying her waist. The image was so vivid, so electrically charged, it shocked her.

Her eyes flew open. Jim was above her, his face a blur of passion in the dim light. The guilt was immediate, but it was tangled up with a wild, thrilling curiosity. The words were out of her mouth before she could cage them.

“Would you ever... consider a threesome?”

Jim froze. The gentle rocking motion stopped completely. He pulled back just an inch, his body rigid with surprise. “What?”

“A threesome,” she repeated, her heart hammering against her ribs. “Would you ever consider one?”

He was silent for a long moment, processing. Then, a slow, hesitant understanding seemed to dawn. A smirk tugged at his lips, the old, confident Jim peeking through. “Um, sure,” he said, his voice a rough whisper. “I probably would. Who wouldn’t?” He lowered his head, nuzzling her neck, his voice dripping with suggestion. “Did you... have someone in mind? One of the girls from the pool?”

Celeste’s blush was hot and total, invisible in the dark but burning her skin. She swallowed, her mouth dry. The moment stretched, taut and silent except for their ragged breathing. The fantasy, so vivid a second ago, now felt dangerous and absurd spoken aloud.

“Well...” she began, her voice barely audible. “Actually... I was thinking... maybe... Dante.”

Jim went utterly still. The playful smirk vanished. He lifted his head again, and even in the poor light, she could see his expression had shifted from aroused curiosity to bewildered alarm. “Dante? The guy? You mean... with another guy?”

“Well, yeah,” she whispered, the fantasy crumbling under the weight of his reaction. “With him. With us.”

Jim blinked. He didn’t pull away, but the energy in the room had changed, curdled. A complex storm of emotions passed over his face—confusion, a flicker of insecurity, and then a pragmatic, almost resigned determination. He was here, she was willing, and the physical urge was a powerful tide. The conversation, as bizarre as it was, could be dealt with later.

“We can... talk about that later,” he muttered, lowering his mouth to hers again, but the kiss was different now—possessive, almost forceful, as if trying to reclaim what had just been questioned. He pushed forward, entering her fully this time, and began to move with a focused, deliberate rhythm.

Celeste tried to lose herself in it again, wrapping her arms around him, but the connection was broken. Her mind raced, echoing with his stunned reaction. The act became mechanical, a function. She matched his movements, feigning the sounds he expected, but her thoughts were a thousand miles away, tangled in a mess of guilt and a stubborn, illicit thrill.

It didn’t last long. Jim’s finish was abrupt, a relieved sigh into her shoulder. He rolled off her after a moment, staring up at the dark ceiling.

The silence that followed was heavier than any that had come before. It was filled with everything left unsaid, a chasm widened by a few reckless words. They lay side-by-side, not touching, the cool air of the room settling on their damp skin.

The night ended not with connection, but with a profound, awkward distance. Celeste finally got up to clean herself, the fantasy of reconnection now feeling like the biggest disconnect of all.
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Chapter 7: The Agreement
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The morning in the room was a minefield of silence, but it was a different kind than before. This wasn’t a cold war of suspicion; it was the thick, prickly aftermath of a revealed secret. The memory of last night—her question, his stunned face, the mechanical sex that followed—lay between them like a third person in the suite. They dressed in silence, the air humid with unsaid words.

Celeste felt a clawing anxiety. She had exposed a raw, dangerous want and seen the shock in her husband’s eyes. She braced for withdrawal, for anger, for a vacation now irretrievably broken.

They claimed a secluded table at El Mercado, the morning sun dappling the linen through the palm fronds. Celeste picked at a fruit salad, her stomach in knots. Jim was methodically eating an omelet, his gaze distant. She waited for the axe to fall.

When he finally spoke, his voice was calm, low, and startlingly clear. It was the voice he used to solve complex problems at work.

“We need to talk about last night,” he said, not looking at her, but at his coffee. “About what you asked.”

“Jim, I—” she started, a flush of shame heating her cheeks.

“No, it’s okay,” he interrupted, finally meeting her eyes. His were clear, analytical. The hangover haze and last night’s confusion were gone. He was a man returned. Recharged. “You asked a question. A serious one. We should deal with it head-on.”

The directness just about winded her. “Okay.”

He took a measured sip of coffee, scanning the area to ensure they were truly alone. Or at least... out of earshot.

The only sounds were the distant clatter of the buffet and the chatter of birds. “This trip hasn’t been what we wanted. I ruined the start. You’ve been... unfulfilled. And then this... attraction. It’s a symptom.”

Celeste nodded, mute, letting him lay out the diagnosis.

“The idea,” he continued, his tone clinical, “is theoretically interesting. But it’s dangerous. It can’t be messy. It can’t follow us home.”

A flicker of something—hope, fear, wild excitement—stirred in her chest. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying,” Jim said, leaning forward, his voice dropping to a near-whisper, “that in principle, I am willing to consider it. But under strict conditions.”

Celeste’s heart hammered against her ribs. “Conditions.”

“One. It’s a one-time event. A vacation experiment. One and done.”

“Okay.”

“Two. Nobody, ever, finds out. Not a friend, not a soul back home. It never happened. It dies here.”

“Of course,” Celeste said, agreeable.

“And three,” he said, holding up three fingers. The businessman closing the deal. “It’s a trade. A one-for-one. You get your... experience... with him. And later, at a time and place of my choosing, I get the same. With a woman.”

The world seemed to narrow to the space between their two faces. The scent of tropical flowers, the warmth of the sun—it all faded behind the starkness of his proposition. A trade. He wasn’t sharing; he was bartering. He was framing his own fantasy as compensation, making it transactional to make it palatable.

Celeste looked at him—at this practical, suddenly-negotiating stranger who was her husband. The fantasy of Dante, of his hands and his smile, was a physical ache. The guilt was there, but it was being swiftly buried under a wave of sheer, opportunistic want. Jim had provided a path. A risky, cold, utterly clear path.

She contemplated it for only a second. The decision was startlingly easy.

“Sure,” she said, the word leaving her lips as smoothly as agreeing to a dinner reservation.

A satisfied, almost triumphant smile touched Jim’s mouth. He had fooled himself over breakfast, conflating contractual control with emotional comfort. He didn’t seem to mind the terms of his own trade; he was just happy the negotiation was closed, that he’d get what he wanted, too. He saw a win-win.

“Good,” he said, sitting back, picking up his fork again. “Then we’re on the same page.”

They finished their breakfast under the beautiful, complicit sky. A fragile, overconfident peace settled between them. Celeste felt a thrilling, terrifying freedom. Jim felt the smug satisfaction of a problem solved. Both were convinced, in their own way, that they had just outmaneuvered the other and claimed exactly what they desired.
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Chapter 8: Arrangement
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The day of their agreement passed in a state of surreal normalcy. They went to the pool. They ordered lunch. They talked about nothing. But every glance, every touch, was now a calculation. The plan was a live charge between them, humming with danger and promise.

That night, Jim was finally ready for the club. Dressed in dark jeans and a clean button-down shirt, he was a man on a mission, his expression unreadable. Celeste wore a simple black dress that shimmered under the lights. Her nerves were a swarm of bees, but a powerful, single-minded focus kept them contained.

Club Azúcar was pulsing, the air thick with sweat and perfume. They found their trio of friends easily. Alexa and Anthony were in high spirits, and Dante greeted them with that warm, easy smile that made Celeste’s stomach flip. His eyes lingered on her a second longer than necessary, a silent acknowledgment that passed between both Celeste and Dante like a current.

“Glad you could make it out, man!” Anthony clapped Jim on the back, handing him a beer.

“Feeling alive again,” Jim said, taking the drink. His smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

They danced. Jim stayed close to Celeste, his hand possessive on her lower back. But the chemistry on the floor was elsewhere. Whenever the group moved together, Celeste and Dante naturally synced. They didn’t touch, but the space between them buzzed with energy. Their laughter during a clumsy group move was a shared secret. When he leaned in to ask if she wanted a water from the bar, his breath was warm against her ear, and she felt the pull in her very core.

He feels it too, she thought, with absolute certainty. It was in the way he watched her when she wasn't looking, in the casual brush of his arm against hers that he never quite pulled away from.

After an hour, Anthony dragged a laughing Alexa onto the dance floor for a salsa song, leaving Jim, Celeste, and Dante momentarily by the bar. Jim was scrolling on his phone, deliberately disengaged, creating the opening. This was it. This was the moment.

Celeste took a steadying breath. She tapped Dante’s arm. “Can we talk for a second? Somewhere a little quieter?”

Dante’s eyebrows lifted in mild surprise, but he nodded. “Sure.” He followed her as she weaved through the crowd toward a slightly less deafening corridor near the restrooms. Jim glanced up, met her eye for a loaded second, and gave a barely perceptible nod before looking back at his phone. He would stay put, the silent sentinel.

The relative quiet was a relief. Celeste turned to face Dante. Under the dim hallway sconces, he looked even more striking. Her mouth went dry. This was it.

“Everything okay?” he asked, his tone friendly but curious.

“Yeah, more than okay,” she said, forcing a smile. She clasped her hands to stop them from shaking. “I just... I need to ask you something. And it’s going to sound completely insane.”

He crossed his arms, leaning a shoulder against the wall, giving her his full attention. “Try me.”

“Jim and I,” she began, her voice low and earnest, “we have an... understanding. Our marriage is solid, but we’re... exploring. On this trip.” She searched his face for judgment, but found only guarded interest. “The attraction between us... it’s not just in my head, is it?”

Dante didn’t look away. He held her gaze, and the pretense dropped. His expression softened into something genuine and intense. “No, Celeste. It’s not just in your head.”

The confirmation was a jolt of pure electricity. She pushed on. “We were wondering... if you might be interested in... spending some time with us. With me. Tonight. Just us three.” The words felt clumsy, huge. “It would be a one-time thing. No strings, no expectations, no drama. And absolute, total discretion. It would never leave this island.”

She watched him process it. Shock, yes. But beneath it, a swift, unmistakable flare of desire. He uncrossed his arms, standing up straight. “Tonight?”

“If you’re open to it. And only if you’re completely sure. Jim is fully on board. He’s still right over there.” She gestured vaguely toward the club. “This is a consensual thing for all of us, or it’s nothing. I need you to understand that.”

Dante looked toward the bustling club, then back at her. His dark eyes were serious, searching her face for any hint of hesitation or coercion. He saw only clear, fierce want and respectful honesty.

“You’re sure he’s okay with this? Not just saying it?” Dante’s voice was low, pragmatic.

“He set the terms himself. You can talk to him. We can all talk, right now.”

Dante considered this for a long moment. The music thumped through the wall. Then, a slow, decisive nod. “Okay.”

“Okay?” Her heart stopped.

“Okay. If he’s in, I’m in.” A new, charged energy emanated from him. “But we do this right. We say goodnight to Alexa and Anthony like normal. Then, the three of us leave separately, in a few minutes. Meet somewhere discreet.”

“The stone bench by the koi pond,” Celeste said quickly, the pre-arranged location falling from her lips. “Fifteen minutes.”

“Fifteen minutes,” he agreed. He reached out, his hand hovering near her arm—not touching, but the intention of contact clear. “I’ll see you there.”

They walked back to the club. Jim looked up. Celeste didn’t nod. She simply met his gaze and said, quietly, “We’re all saying goodnight. We’re tired.” Yet her eyes told him everything he needed to know.

Fifteen minutes later, after rounds of hugs and promises to meet for brunch, Jim and Celeste pleaded fatigue. “We’re going to turn in,” Jim said, slinging an arm around Celeste’s shoulders.

“Live a little!” Anthony laughed, already signaling a waiter for another round. “The night is young!”

“You two have fun,” Celeste said, forcing a bright smile. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

With a final wave, they left the vibrant chaos of the club. They walked a dozen or so paces before Celeste confirmed the plan with Jim. She hadn’t even needed to say it; he knew from her facial expressions exactly what her intentions were.

Celeste’s hand was cold in Jim’s as they walked toward the koi pond, the silence between them immense. The night air, once festive, now felt charged and fateful. 

Then, five minutes later, under the moonlit sky by the still water, Dante’s silhouette appeared from another path. He joined them without a word.

No one spoke. The agreement, the attraction, the immense risk—it all hung in the air, thicker than the tropical humidity. Together, the three of them turned and walked toward the building that housed Jim and Celeste’s room.
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Chapter 9: Private Room
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“So, how does this work? Who’s going to start this off?” Dante asked, once the three of them were inside their room, behind a locked door.

“Well, I can start,” Celeste blushed, as she came over to stand between the two men.

Her initial instinct was to go to Dante, but instead, she turned to her husband. “Is this okay, honey? You’re sure about this?”

“Yeah, I’m sure,” he nodded. “Just remember the rules.”

Celeste agreed yet again, before walking over and putting her hand on Dante’s chest.

Dante looked up, past Celeste, and into Jim’s eyes. As if he were waiting to find out this was all some sort of trick. He didn’t find anything of the sort in Jim’s face.

He grabbed Celeste, leaning down and passionately bringing his lips to hers. The two began to kiss.

It was everything Celeste had dreamed of. She gripped him back. And soon, she was working on removing his shirt.

Almost immediately, Dante was at her dress. He was topless, showing off his rippling muscles, as he pulled the dress over her shoulders. Celeste eagerly assisted him.

Now she stood, in just her underwear. “Come, honey,” she said as she waved Jim over. She gave him a quick kiss, too, then began to help him with his top. Jim pulled Celeste against him, kissing her hard, a claim staked in front of their guest. But his hands were clumsy, his focus splintered. He broke the kiss, breathing heavily. “Okay,” he muttered, more to himself. “Okay.”

Dante watched, a silent, powerful statue. Celeste, emboldened by the wine and the wickedness of it all, turned back to him. She pushed Dante gently until the backs of his legs hit the bed. “Sit,” she whispered.

He obeyed, his dark eyes never leaving hers. She sank to her knees on the plush carpet between his spread legs, her fingers hooking into the waistband of his shorts, before pulling them down. Dante’s large cock bounced up, right in front of Celeste’s pretty face. It was a sight to behold.

She glanced up at Jim, who stood rigidly at the foot of the bed, watching. “Is this okay?”

“Just do it,” Jim said, his voice strained.

She did. She took Dante into her mouth, and a guttural, approving groan rumbled from his chest. His hands came up to cradle her head, his fingers tangling in her blonde hair. “Jesus, Celeste,” he breathed.

The sounds were filthy, electric. Celeste lost herself in the act, in the taste and the power of it. She moaned around him, the vibrations pulling another sharp curse from Dante’s lips.

“Enough,” Jim barked suddenly, the word cracking like a whip. “My turn. Get on the bed. On your hands and knees.”

Celeste pulled back, dazed, a string of saliva connecting her lips to Dante for a second before it broke. She scrambled onto the king-sized bed, assuming the position, her heart hammering against her ribs. The cool air hit her skin. She looked back over her shoulder.

Jim was already there, fumbling with his pants. He positioned himself behind her, one hand gripping her hip. He pushed into her with a grunt. Celeste cried out—a sharp, startled sound that melted into a low moan as he began to move. But his rhythm was off, frantic and shallow.

“Fuck,” Jim hissed, frustration edging his voice. He pumped harder, his breath coming in ragged gasps. Celeste tried to meet his thrusts, to lose herself, but she could feel his tension, his struggle. “I can’t... I can’t get there,” he finally gasped, stilling inside her, his forehead dropping against her back in defeat.

The silence was agonizing. Humiliating.

Before Celeste could even think of something to say to comfort her man, she was interrupted.

“Let me,” Dante’s voice cut through the thick air. It wasn’t a question.

Jim pulled out, stumbling back to the foot of the bed, his face a mask of flushed frustration. “Fine.”

In one fluid motion, Dante was on the bed behind her. He was different. Where Jim had been frantic, Dante was deliberate. He gripped her hips, his touch sure and strong, and entered her in one smooth, deep stroke that stole the breath from Celeste’s lungs.

“YES!” she screamed, the word torn from her throat.

He set a punishing, perfect rhythm, each thrust punching a cry or a moan from her lips. “Oh God, Dante! Right there! Please!” The bed rocked against the wall. She was a creature of pure sensation, mindless, screaming her pleasure into the rumpled duvet.

“Stand up,” Dante growled, his voice thick. He pulled out of her abruptly, leaving her empty and gasping.

Before she could process it, his powerful hands were on her, turning her, lifting her. He stood and wrapped her legs around his waist, her arms around his neck. He held her aloft in the middle of the room, her full weight supported by the incredible strength of his arms in a crushing, vertical bear hug.

“Hold on,” he commanded. She followed his orders.

He drove back into Celeste, trapping her between his arms. Celeste screamed, the sensation of being taken while completely suspended, utterly at his mercy, sending her into a frenzy. She buried her face in his neck, biting back sobs of pleasure, her body convulsing around him. “Don’t stop! Don’t you dare stop!”

“I’m close,” Dante gritted out, his own control fraying. “I’m gonna—”

“Wait!” Jim’s voice, sharp and commanding, sliced through the room. “Not inside her. That’s definitely one of the rules.”

Despite not having mentioned it earlier, Celeste agreed.

Dante froze, a tremor running through his immense frame. A raw, animal sound of frustration escaped him. Slowly, with obvious, Herculean effort, he lowered Celeste—her body limp and trembling—onto the bed on her back.

She lay there, wrecked, staring at the ceiling, her chest heaving. Dante stood over her, his own need visibly urgent, painful.

Jim moved to the side of the bed, shoving his hips toward Celeste’s face. “Finish it,” he said, his tone leaving no room for argument.

Celeste, moving on autopilot, turned her head and took him into her mouth again, her efforts renewed but now mechanical, her body still ringing from Dante.

“Now,” Jim said to Dante, nodding at Celeste’s exposed stomach.

Dante needed no further instruction. He gripped himself, his eyes locked on Celeste’s body as she worked on Jim. With only a few more rough, deep strokes inside Celeste, his body began to shudder.

He quivered as he nailed her, his massive member entering fully, but only ever withdrawing partially. Soon, a low, deep groan was torn from him. “Fuck! Fuck baby! Yes Celeste!”

He came in hot, violent stripes across her belly and breasts.

Jim tensed above her. “I’m... I’m there,” he gasped. But after a few more seconds of Celeste’s frantic sucking, only a single, pathetic drop spilled onto her tongue. He shuddered and pulled away, collapsing onto the bed beside her, finished but unfulfilled.

Silence descended, broken only by the ragged symphony of their breathing. Celeste lay between them, sticky and spent, Dante’s release cooling on her skin. The three of them stared at the ceiling, the air now thick not with passion, but with the heavy, complicated weight of what they had just done.
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Chapter 10: Destroyed
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Dante wanted more. And Celeste was willing to give it to him.

The heavy silence from their first act still clung to the air, but it was now charged with a different energy—a restless, unsated hunger. Jim had rolled onto his side, his back to them, a silent wall. Dante propped himself up on an elbow, his dark eyes roaming over Celeste’s body, still glistening with his own release.

“Round two?” he asked, his voice a low rumble. It wasn’t really a question.

Celeste’s body ached in the best way, but a deeper, more insistent throb answered for her. She looked at Jim’s rigid back. “Jim?”

He didn’t turn. “I’m tapped out,” he muttered into the pillow. “Do what you want.”

Dante’s gaze flicked to Jim, then back to Celeste. A slow, knowing smile touched his lips. He sat up, the muscles in his back and shoulders flexing. “Then let’s give him a show.” He looked directly at Jim. “You mind filming? For the archives.”

Jim was silent for a long beat. Then, with a sigh that was pure resignation, he pushed himself up and reached for his phone on the nightstand. “Whatever. Just... get on with it.”

The casual command, the reduction of their passion to a recording, should have felt cold. To Celeste, buzzing with adrenaline and desire, it felt like permission. It felt like a stage.

“Hands and knees,” Dante said, his tone shifting from lover to director. “Towards the foot of the bed. Face him.”

Celeste moved with a fluidity that surprised her, scrambling to the end of the king-sized mattress. She got on all fours, presenting herself, her back arched deeply, her face turned toward Jim and the glowing rectangle of his phone screen. She saw herself reflected in his eyes—not as his wife, but as a performer.

Dante knelt behind her, his hands settling on the generous curves of her hips. His thumbs pressed into the small of her back, spreading her. He took a moment to just look, to appreciate the view, and Celeste felt a flush of heat that had nothing to do with embarrassment.

He didn’t plunge. He teased. The broad, slick head of his cock rubbed slowly, deliberately, through her slickness, circling her entrance, applying just enough pressure to make her gasp and push back against him, seeking more. He denied her, pulling back.

“Stay still,” he commanded, his voice thick. He spanked her as he made her wait.

He did it again, and again, a torturous, rhythmic taunt that had Celeste whimpering, her knuckles white where she gripped the duvet beneath her. “Dante... please! Please fuck me!”

Finally, when she was trembling with the effort of holding her position, he gave her what she begged for. He pressed forward, not with a hard thrust, but with an inexorable, slow, sinking invasion that stretched her exquisitely, filling her inch by devastating inch. A long, ragged moan tore from her throat as he seated himself fully, buried to the hilt.

He held there, letting her feel every millimeter of him, letting her body adjust and clutch around him. Then he began to move.

This was not the frantic pace from before. This was a masterclass in controlled power. He established a deep, piston-like rhythm, each slow, deliberate withdrawal followed by a smooth, profound return. The angle was perfect. With every stroke, he brushed a spot inside her that sent electric shocks radiating through her core, making her toes curl.

“Oh God... right there... it’s so deep,” she chanted, her voice breaking on the words. The room filled with the obscene, wet sound of their joining, a rhythmic slap of skin on skin that was both brutal and beautiful.

Dante’s breathing was steady, measured behind her. One hand stayed anchored on her hip, the other slid up her spine, between her shoulder blades, pressing her down, arching her back even more, opening her up to him completely. “You take it so good,” he grunted, his own control starting to fray at the edges. “Fucking perfect.”

The pleasure built in a relentless wave, not spiking, but swelling, expanding until it was all she was. She was a vessel for this feeling, for this man. Her muscles began to flutter around him, a warning tremor. “Dante... I’m gonna...”

“Not yet,” he ordered, his pace unwavering. “You wait for me.”

He drove into her through two more dizzying, coiling peaks, forcing her to the brink and holding her there until she was sobbing with the need to climax. Her arms gave out. She collapsed onto her forearms, her face pressed into the mattress, but Dante didn’t break his rhythm. He followed her down, his weight pressing her into the bed, his thrusts becoming shorter, harder, more possessive.

“Now,” he growled, the word a detonation.

Celeste screamed as her body shattered. The orgasm ripped through her with violent, unending pulses, blinding her, hollowing her out. She clamped around him, milking him, and that was all it took.

Dante’s rhythm finally broke. With a raw, guttural shout, he slammed into her one last time, burying himself as deep as he could go, and finally pulled out. His body locked, every corded muscle in his back and arms standing in stark relief. Hot jets of his release painted her back in thick stripes, each pulse accompanied by a ragged groan shouted out behind her.

He collapsed over her, his weight a welcome anchor, his breath scorching her neck. For a long minute, there was only the sound of their shattered breathing.

Slowly, he softened and slipped out of her. He rolled off, lying on his back beside her.

Celeste couldn’t move. She was liquid, destroyed. But Dante wasn’t done.

After less than even two minutes of recovery, his hand found her hip again. “Ride me,” he said, his voice already dark with renewed intent.

Celeste was instantly intrigued. She was impressed Dante had the stamina to continue, and she was still in her submissive mood.

Somehow, she found the strength to rise. She pushed herself up, her body trembling, and straddled his hips. He was already hard again, lying thick and eager against his stomach. She guided him into her, sinking down with a slow, exhausted groan that was pure satisfaction.

This was her pace. She set a slow, grinding rhythm, rocking back and forth, taking him deep in a different, more intimate way. She leaned forward, her hands on his chest for balance, her blonde hair a curtain around their faces. She looked into his eyes as she moved, and the connection was just as intense as the physical act.

“You’re incredible,” he breathed, his hands gripping her thighs.

“So are you,” she whispered, and meant it.

The pair locked lips in a deep, passionate kiss.

She rode him until her muscles burned, shifting from slow grinds to deeper, more demanding bounces, chasing one last, elusive peak. He met her thrust for thrust, his hips arcing off the bed to meet her. It was a collaborative, desperate dance.

Finally, a second, softer but just as satisfying orgasm trembled through her. She clenched around him, crying out softly, and he followed her over with a low groan, his hands tightening on her hips as he repeatedly called out, “Good girl. That’s my good girl!”

She twitched and screamed and gasped for air.

This time, Dante forgot the rules. He was so close, he couldn’t stop himself. He didn’t even have time to reposition once he’d realized. This time, lost in the moment, he shot his seed inside of her.

Utterly spent, she collapsed onto his chest in disbelief. Jim stood behind them, in utter shock. They lay there, a slick, breathing tangle, for what felt like an age.

Jim’s voice, flat and distant, cut through the haze. “W-what was that? That wasn’t supposed to happen!” he protested.

“It’s okay, baby. Remember, I’m on the pill,” she reminded him.

He wanted to argue his point further, but it became clear there was nothing that could be done about it now.

The reality of the room rushed back in. The deal. The recording. Her husband.

Celeste rolled off Dante, onto her back, staring at the ceiling once more. Every muscle screamed. Every nerve was blissfully, utterly spent. She was exhilarated, ashamed, proud, and empty all at once.

“Well?” Dante smiled at Jim. “Don’t waste it. Might as well get a shot of it dripping out of her.”

He was right. So Jim did. At first, Celeste wasn’t sure what he wanted, but then she opened her legs. Jim filmed as Dante’s seed dripped out of her.
Dante complimented them both, as Celeste’s face was flush with embarrassment.

“Good boy. And very, very good girl.”

—
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DANTE SAT UP, THEN stood, a magnificent, unselfconscious figure. He gathered his clothes in silence. At the door, he paused, looking back at Celeste, a complex expression in his eyes—respect, hunger, finality.

“Goodnight guys, maybe we’ll see you tomorrow,” he said with a wide grin.

“Yeah, we’ll see ya,” Celeste replied. Then he was gone.

The room was silent. Jim finally turned back to face her. He looked at Celeste, a stranger painted with another man’s passion, and said nothing.

She was too exhausted to care. She was destroyed. And a part of her feared she would never be whole again in the same way.
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Chapter 11: Airport
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The Punta Cana airport was a blur of recycled air and echoing announcements. Jim moved through it like a sleepwalker, his silence a dense, heavy thing. He handled the bags, the passports, the boarding passes with mechanical efficiency, his eyes avoiding Celeste’s.

Celeste, however, felt lit from within. The tropical sun had seeped into her bones, and the memory of the last week played on a brilliant, private loop behind her eyes. She walked with a new, unconscious sway, a confidence in her hips. She bought an overpriced bottle of Mamajuana at a duty-free shop, her smile easy for the clerk. She was a woman who had been seen, desired, and utterly unraveled. She felt powerful. Whole.

At their gate, Jim stared out the panoramic window at the jets on the tarmac. Celeste sat beside him, placing a hand on his knee. It felt familiar and strange all at once.

“It was a good trip,” she said, her voice bright with finality.

Jim looked at her hand, then out the window again. He gave a single, slow nod. “Yeah,” he said, the word barely audible. “It was something.”

The first call for their flight to Cleveland echoed through the terminal. Celeste stood, shouldering her bag, her gaze sweeping one last time over the vibrant chaos of the island that had remade her. She was taking the sun home with her.

Jim rose slowly to follow, a step behind, already bracing for the cold.

The two found themselves excited to go back to normalcy. Back to real life.

And they’d eventually get there. The weight of their new rules sitting in the background, all the while.

––––––––
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	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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