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CHAPTER ONE




The heat hit Clarissa the moment they stepped out of the airport shuttle, thick and sweet with salt and hibiscus. She slipped her sunglasses down over her eyes as the porter opened the doors to the entrance of Villa Solara. White stone columns rose on either side, framing a wide lobby that opened up like a cathedral to the ocean breeze. No windows. Just open air, fluttering curtains, and the soft hush of water trickling from unseen fountains.

Jeffrey reached for her hand, lacing his fingers between hers. He gave her that familiar side-smirk—the one that said he was already watching her closely.

“Not bad,” he murmured, voice low enough to skim the surface of her skin.

Clarissa glanced around the lobby. Everyone was beautiful. Tanned skin, flowing cover-ups, linen shirts left open just enough. A couple at the bar near the check-in desk laughed too loudly, the woman tossing her hair while the man’s hand rested on the back of her thigh. No one seemed in a hurry. No one seemed modest, either.

The concierge greeted them with a bright, knowing smile and a necklace of shells. “Welcome to Villa Solara, Mr. and Mrs. Dane. You’re in Suite 602—private terrace, ocean view, champagne service included. Will you be needing anything extra during your stay?”

Clarissa blinked, caught off guard. “Extra?”

“Private dining, spa bookings, couple’s packages, or... more adventurous options,” the woman said smoothly. Her smile never slipped. “Just let us know.”

Jeffrey didn’t miss a beat. “We’ll start with champagne.”

Clarissa squeezed his hand once, hard. He just winked at her.

A bellhop appeared beside them, tan and smiling, already loading their bags onto a cart. They followed him past the bar, across a wide patio scattered with daybeds and gauzy drapes. Everything felt warm. Open. A little unreal.

The suite was at the far end of the top floor. The doors opened into a space that looked more like a fantasy than a hotel room—marble floors, a four-poster bed, a sunken living room, and glass doors that led to a sprawling terrace with a private plunge pool. And just beyond the railing, the ocean stretched out blue and endless.

“Holy hell,” Clarissa whispered, walking toward the terrace.

Jeffrey followed behind, his voice quiet behind her. “They weren’t kidding about the view.”

She turned. “This whole place... it’s like a postcard.”

“It’s like a fantasy.”

Their eyes met. That old hum between them returned, deeper this time. Different.

A knock at the door. The bellhop wheeled in the luggage and uncorked a bottle of champagne while Clarissa tried not to stare at the stretch of smooth skin between his shirt buttons. He was young, probably early twenties, and clearly trained to flirt without crossing lines. He poured two glasses and offered them with a little grin, eyes lingering half a second too long on her neckline.

She accepted the glass without a word. When the bellhop left, Jeffrey leaned in, brushing his lips just behind her ear.

“See how he looked at you?”

Her skin tightened.

“You liked that,” he added.

Clarissa pulled away just enough to study his face. “You didn’t mind?”

“I loved it.”

The silence between them wasn’t awkward—it was electric.

Outside, waves lapped the shore. Below the terrace, a couple kissed in their private pool, barely hidden by palm fronds. Clarissa sipped her champagne and tried not to stare. Tried not to imagine.

Tried not to picture what Jeffrey might want her to do next.

[image: ]


Clarissa slipped on her sandals and adjusted the thin strap of her sundress, the soft fabric brushing high on her thighs. They’d barely spent ten minutes in the suite—just long enough to toss open their suitcases and change into something lighter. She stood at the edge of the terrace for a moment before they left, letting the salt air roll over her bare shoulders. The heat wasn’t heavy, not yet. It was the kind that stuck to your skin just enough to make you aware of every inch of it.

“Ready to see what kind of place this really is?” Jeffrey asked from behind her, sliding his hand to the small of her back.

They walked the winding stone path that led down from the upper villas to the main resort area, palm trees arching above them like green canopies. It was late afternoon now, the sun easing into its descent, casting everything in gold. Somewhere nearby, steel drums played a low, melodic rhythm—nothing loud, just enough to set a slow, tropical heartbeat to the moment.

Clarissa’s dress moved with the breeze, and she noticed—really noticed—how people were dressed around them. Or not dressed.

A woman in a sheer cover-up strolled past with a cocktail in hand, her bikini top clearly optional. A man wearing only a towel around his hips leaned on a column near the entrance to what looked like the spa, smiling too widely at the next couple who passed. Skin. Legs. Shoulders. Every person seemed intentionally relaxed in how they carried themselves. The atmosphere wasn’t lewd, exactly—it was charged. Everyone looked like they were waiting for something interesting to happen.

Clarissa pulled her sunglasses down and gave Jeffrey a look. “So... this is subtle.”

He smirked. “Subtle’s overrated.”

A couple walked by holding hands—maybe in their forties, both tanned and toned, both in very little clothing. The woman wore a string bikini that barely covered her nipples. The man’s hand rested possessively on her hip. As they passed, Clarissa felt the woman’s gaze slide over her, a slow appraisal that wasn’t judgmental—just... curious.

Jeffrey’s hand slipped into hers. “Still want to stay?”

“I didn’t say I didn’t.”

“You’re processing.”

“Can you blame me? This place is like... a dream designed by a horny architect.”

He laughed and kissed her shoulder. “You’re glowing.”

They reached the main pool area. Clarissa paused.

It wasn’t like any pool scene she’d seen before. No kids. No whistles. No cannonballs. Just rows of white lounge beds draped in gauzy fabric, private cabanas with their curtains slightly parted, and a wide expanse of water reflecting the pink-orange sky. Everything was sensual. Intentional. Even the music playing over the speakers was slower now, bass-heavy, almost like a heartbeat.

There were people in the water—laughing, lounging, drinking from stemmed glasses—and others who weren’t shy about where their hands wandered.

Clarissa spotted a topless woman stretched out on a pool float, head tilted back in the sun. A man waded toward her, admiring her openly, slowly. In one of the cabanas near the far end, a pair of legs tangled together under the curtains. She couldn’t tell what exactly was going on in there, but it wasn’t sunbathing.

She stared too long. Jeffrey leaned in. “That look in your eye…”

“I’m just watching.”

“That’s how it starts.”

She rolled her eyes but said nothing.

They found two open lounges near the edge of the pool and sat down. A server appeared almost immediately, young and handsome, dressed in a tight linen shirt that left little to the imagination. He asked if they wanted drinks and Jeffrey ordered them mojitos without asking—he knew her preferences. Clarissa kept her legs crossed, acutely aware of how her dress rode up when she sat.

The men across from them noticed.

She could feel it. That flicker of attention when one of them adjusted his sunglasses and glanced over. Then the second one nudged him and tilted his head in her direction, trying to be subtle about it. They weren’t leering. They weren’t being crude. But they were very obviously looking.

Jeffrey leaned back and smiled at her. “You feel it yet?”

“What?”

“Being watched.”

She turned her head slowly toward the two men. They looked away—but only for a second. The bold one held her gaze.

Clarissa looked back at Jeffrey. “Yeah. I feel it.”

He reached over and let his hand slide onto her thigh. “You don’t have to do anything. Just sit there. Let them imagine.”

Her legs tensed slightly under his touch, but she didn’t pull away. The warmth of his palm made her skin prickle.

“I’m not used to this,” she admitted.

“Used to what?”

“Being... obvious.”

“You’re not being obvious. You’re being seen.”

She breathed in, exhaled slowly. “There’s a difference?”

He nodded. “A big one.”

Their drinks arrived, condensation already running down the sides of the glasses. Clarissa took a long sip. Mint, lime, just enough rum. Her head felt lighter already. Her dress had shifted again, the neckline slipping slightly lower. The man across from them wasn’t pretending not to notice anymore.

Jeffrey watched her watching him. “You’re beautiful when you forget to worry.”

“I’m not worried.”

“Good.”

He leaned in, his voice low and close to her ear. “I love seeing how they look at you. But what I really want is to see what you’ll do when you stop looking away.”

She turned her head, met his eyes.

“I guess we’ll find out.”
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Clarissa shifted on the lounge chair, drawing one leg up beneath her as she adjusted her sunglasses. The mojito was almost gone, the mint leaves stuck to the sides of the glass, the ice melted into something faintly sweet. She could still feel Jeffrey’s hand on her thigh, even though he’d pulled it away a few minutes ago. It left a phantom heat behind.

The sun dipped lower in the sky, casting long shadows across the pool deck. Voices mingled with music, lazy and soft. No one rushed. Everyone lounged, touched, observed. The air had a rhythm. Slow, suggestive. Like the place itself had a pulse.

Clarissa couldn’t ignore the attention now—not from the men across from them, not from the couple to their right, not even from the server who brought them their second round. Her body language was being read like a book in a language she hadn’t studied, but instinctively understood.

She leaned back on her hands, her chest lifting with the motion. The neckline of her dress shifted again. One of the men across from them—dark-haired, muscular, maybe mid-thirties—smiled at her. The other leaned in and whispered something to him.

She felt that smile settle into her skin.

Jeffrey sat next to her, watching, quiet. His eyes were hidden behind his sunglasses, but she didn’t need to see them to know what was happening in his head. He was cataloging every glance, every shift in her breathing, every flush in her cheeks.

“I don’t think they’re going to stop looking,” she murmured.

He didn’t look away from her. “Would you want them to?”

Clarissa bit the inside of her cheek, fighting a smile. “Maybe.”

Jeffrey reached over, his hand brushing her wrist. “You look like someone who wants to be stared at.”

“I don’t know if I do. That’s the weird part.”

He took a long sip of his drink, then set the glass down on the side table between them. “It’s not weird. It’s honest.”

She turned her head to look at him. “What if I like it?”

“Then I’ll be right here, watching you enjoy it.”

Something about the way he said it—calm, certain, without a hint of jealousy—unlocked something in her. Not all at once. But enough to make her back arch slightly as she sat up straighter.

Across the pool, a woman in a yellow bikini top caught her eye. She was lying on her stomach, legs kicking idly in the air, talking to a man seated at the edge of her lounger. They were flirting, clearly. But there was something more open about it. Less hidden. When the man reached over and brushed his fingers down the woman’s back, she didn’t even flinch. She smiled and kept talking.

No one stared. No one whispered.

Clarissa turned back toward Jeffrey. “You ever think people come here just to feel seen?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Is that what you’re feeling?”

“I think so. I didn’t come here for that. But now that it’s happening…”

She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need to.

Jeffrey stood, adjusted the waistband of his shorts, then offered his hand to her. “Come with me.”

She gave him a look. “Where?”

“Let’s walk. Just around the pool.”

“Why?”

He leaned in, brushing her hair back with two fingers. “Because I want to see what happens when you walk slowly... and let that dress do what it’s dying to do.”

Clarissa felt heat bloom across her chest, up the sides of her neck. She hesitated, but only for a second, before slipping her hand into his.

They walked the long way around the pool, not fast, not purposeful. Just wandering. Jeffrey kept close, one hand low on her back. The thin fabric of her dress clung in places—against her hips, the backs of her thighs. Her sandals slapped gently against the stone as they passed couples talking, servers refilling drinks, and more bodies lounging in various stages of exposure.

More eyes turned to her.

Some looked once and looked away. Others looked longer. One man in a cabana leaned forward as she passed. Clarissa didn’t pretend not to notice anymore. She met his gaze, her head tilted just enough to acknowledge it. His mouth twitched into something between a smile and a silent compliment.

When they reached the far end of the pool, Jeffrey slowed and leaned against a low wall that overlooked the beach trail. Clarissa stood in front of him, arms crossed loosely over her stomach, unsure what to do with the fire building inside her.

“You felt that,” he said.

She nodded. “Every step.”

He brushed her hip with his fingertips. “And now?”

“I don’t know what to do with it.”

“Do you have to do anything?”

Clarissa looked at him, really looked. “You don’t think this is strange?”

He shook his head. “I think it’s the opposite of strange. I think you’ve always had this in you, and now you’re finally letting it breathe.”

She looked back over the pool deck, where the golden light lit up bare skin, relaxed bodies, and the quiet electricity of adults who had given themselves permission to feel. A laugh bubbled up from her chest, soft and surprised.

“God,” she said. “I feel like I’ve been asleep.”

Jeffrey pulled her closer. “Then don’t go back to sleep.”

She kissed him. Not rushed, not discreet. Just long enough to feel him smile against her mouth.

As they walked back to their lounge chairs, Clarissa didn’t bother adjusting her dress.
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The sky was turning copper by the time they returned to their suite. Clarissa kicked off her sandals at the door, stepping inside with that light, sun-warmed buzz that only came from equal parts alcohol, ocean air, and adrenaline. The space had been cleaned while they were gone—fresh towels folded on the bed, champagne flutes replaced, curtains drawn just enough to let in the last rays of light.

Jeffrey followed her in, closing the door behind them with a soft click.

Neither of them said anything at first. Clarissa crossed the suite to the terrace and opened the glass doors. The sea below was painted in melted gold, its surface calm. She leaned against the railing, both hands gripping the metal, her breathing slower now but still tight in her chest.

Jeffrey came up behind her and rested a hand on her lower back.

“So?”

She didn’t turn. “So what?”

“You tell me.”

Clarissa exhaled. “I think I just walked through a sex dream.”

Jeffrey chuckled. “Was it a good dream?”

“It was... a lot.”

“Too much?”

She shook her head slowly. “No. Not too much.”

She turned around, leaning her hips against the railing now, facing him. “I don’t know what I expected. I thought this would be... relaxing. Luxurious. A break from real life. But it’s more than that.”

Jeffrey stood in front of her, leaving just enough space between them for tension to linger. “You expected cabana drinks and couples massages. You didn’t expect to feel wanted.”

Clarissa studied him. “That’s not fair.”

He shrugged. “Maybe not. But is it wrong?”

She didn’t answer right away. Her eyes drifted out toward the water again.

“I don’t get looked at like that anymore,” she said, quieter now. “Not in the real world. Not like I was today.”

Jeffrey stepped closer. “Do you miss it?”

She nodded before she could talk herself out of it. “Yeah. I do.”

He brushed his knuckles across her arm. “You’re still that woman. Always have been. You just needed to be somewhere that lets her out.”

Clarissa let out a soft laugh. “You’re really okay with this? With people looking at me like that?”

He looked her in the eye. “I love it.”

“Because you know I’m yours?”

“No,” he said. “Because I know what you are. And watching you step into it—seeing their faces when you walk by, knowing exactly what they’re thinking... it does something to me.”

Her breath caught. “Say it.”

He didn’t flinch. “It turns me on.”

The space between them snapped. Jeffrey reached out and ran his hands down her sides, gripping her hips just tight enough to feel her breathe harder.

Clarissa’s voice came out a little thinner than before. “You want them to look at me that way?”

“I want you to feel it.”

She pressed her thighs together, fighting the urge to grind into him.

“You looked back,” he said. “More than once.”

“You noticed?”

“I notice everything.”

Her lips parted, but no words came out.

“You liked it,” he said. “Didn’t you?”

Clarissa’s voice was a whisper now. “Yeah.”

“Say it.”

“I liked it.”

“Say what you liked.”

Her cheeks flamed. “I liked the way they stared. I liked knowing they wanted me.”

He nodded, the heat between them swelling.

“Did you imagine it?” he asked.

“What?”

“Their hands. What they’d do if you let them.”

Clarissa swallowed. Her voice almost caught in her throat. “I didn’t get that far.”

“Next time, maybe you should.”

She let that hang between them for a moment. Her body felt wired, every nerve tuned to him.

“You know what I imagined?” he asked, pulling her even closer.

“What?”

“Walking you back to the room. Watching you undress. And knowing someone out there is jerking off thinking about you.”

Her breath hitched.

“Do you want to know how badly I want you right now?” he asked.

Clarissa didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. Her hands were already pulling him by the shirt, backing him toward the bed.
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Clarissa pushed him back onto the bed before she could talk herself out of it.

The mattress gave under Jeffrey’s weight as he fell into it with a quiet grunt, his shirt already half-untucked from her grip. She stood over him for a beat, breathing hard, her chest rising and falling with more than just arousal—it was something fuller, heavier. She wasn’t drunk. Not really. But her skin buzzed like it was catching up to something her mind hadn’t yet named.

Jeffrey propped himself up on his elbows, watching her like he didn’t dare interrupt. She reached for the strap of her dress and pulled it down one side, then the other. Slowly. Not for him, exactly. Not like before. This time, she was showing herself.

And she liked the way it felt.

She let the dress fall to the floor.

He let out a low breath.

“Turn around,” he said.

Clarissa arched a brow, but obeyed. She turned slowly, barefoot, standing in the soft light of the suite in nothing but a lace thong. The ocean wind stirred the curtains behind her, and from the terrace, the faint hum of music still floated in from the pool. Somewhere out there were people who had seen her today. People who had stared. Imagined. And they had no idea what she looked like now.

But Jeffrey did. Only him.

“Come here,” he said.

She walked to the edge of the bed, then straddled him without hesitation, knees pressing into the mattress, hands flat on his chest.

“Did you think about it today?” she asked, voice low.

He nodded once. “Every minute.”

“What did you think about?”

His hands slid down her thighs, slow and steady. “That guy in the yellow trunks. The one who couldn’t stop staring at your ass.”

“You noticed that?”

“I noticed the way your hips moved when you realized it.”

She swallowed, the heat between her legs throbbing now.

“You liked the idea of him touching me?” she asked.

Jeffrey looked up at her without blinking. “I liked the idea of you letting him.”

She exhaled sharply.

“I imagined him walking up behind you,” he continued. “Pressing his chest against your back, sliding a hand down the front of your bikini.”

She rocked her hips against him once, her body answering before her mind could catch up.

“And then what?”

“I imagined you not stopping him.”

She reached down and unbuttoned his shorts. No hesitation now. Her hands moved fast, greedy, like she’d been holding back all day. She pushed them down and felt him—hard, ready, needing her. The moment she lowered herself onto him, they both gasped.

There was nothing quiet about this.

She moved with purpose, grinding against him, using him the way her body had been aching to. Jeffrey held her hips but didn’t guide her. He just watched, eyes burning with something close to reverence.

“Tell me more,” she panted.

“I imagined you calling me after,” he said, voice breaking. “Telling me what he did to you.”

She rode him faster, eyes fluttering shut, hair falling around her face.

“Telling me how deep he went. How wet you were for him.”

Clarissa whimpered.

“Would you do that?” he asked. “Would you come back to me like this?”

She nodded hard. “Yes.”

“Would you tell me every filthy detail?”

“Yes.”

“Would you let me taste you after?”

That broke her.

She came with a sharp cry, her nails digging into his chest, body jerking as the orgasm ripped through her. She didn’t hold back—not this time. She let it take her, raw and full, her head falling forward as she shook.

Jeffrey grunted beneath her and came a second later, his body bucking as he emptied into her, hands tightening on her waist. He stayed inside her, his chest rising hard under hers.

Neither of them spoke for a long time.

Eventually, she laid down on top of him, still catching her breath.

“You’ve never talked to me like that before,” she whispered.

“You’ve never looked like that before.”

She pulled the sheet up around them, but didn’t bother dressing.

“Do you think this place is changing us already?”

Jeffrey kissed her forehead, his voice steady.

“No. I think it’s letting us be who we already were.”


CHAPTER TWO




Clarissa’s robe clung to the back of her thighs as she followed the spa attendant down the curved hallway. The air was thick with lavender and sandalwood, and the quiet sound of running water echoed off the stone walls. She could feel her heartbeat in the soles of her feet, even though the walk was slow and silent. Jeffrey walked beside her, barefoot, shirtless under his own robe.

The attendant stopped in front of a set of carved wooden doors and smiled. “You’ll be in the Oceanview Pavilion today. Open-air. Very private.”

Clarissa nodded politely, but her mind was already racing.

Private. But not enclosed.

The doors opened onto a raised wooden platform shaded by white curtains that billowed with the breeze. Two massage tables sat side by side, and just beyond the railings was nothing but green canopy and distant ocean. It was breathtaking, in that dreamy, detached-from-reality way the whole resort seemed to be designed for.

Two massage therapists—one male, one female—waited inside, both smiling gently.

Jeffrey leaned in close and whispered, “Think they’ve seen a few wild things in this room?”

Clarissa smirked. “Judging by the oil stains on the wood? Probably.”

They undressed behind the divider. Clarissa let her robe slip off her shoulders and folded it carefully, but not before catching Jeffrey watching her with open hunger. She liked the way he looked at her now. It wasn’t just desire—it was admiration, pride. Like he was walking through the world with something no one else was allowed to touch.

But that boundary was starting to shift.

She lay face-down on the massage table, a towel draped low across her hips. The air kissed her bare back. Her arms relaxed at her sides. She heard Jeffrey settle next to her on his own table.

Soft music played from somewhere nearby. Not spa music—something more primal. A slow beat, like water on skin.

Clarissa closed her eyes.

The male therapist introduced himself in a low, melodic voice. His hands were warm when they touched her shoulders. Confident. No hesitation. He pressed into her muscles with slow, deliberate force, and within seconds she had to remind herself to breathe evenly.

Her body betrayed her almost immediately.

Every long stroke down her back sent heat through her core. When his fingers spread wide across her shoulder blades and then worked their way slowly toward her lower back, she felt her thighs tighten. He wasn’t doing anything inappropriate—not by technical standards—but his hands didn’t feel clinical, either. They felt... intentional.

The longer it went on, the more Clarissa couldn’t ignore it.

She shifted once on the table, just a small arch of her back. Her breath hitched.

Across from her, Jeffrey said nothing. But she could sense him watching. Listening. Reading her.

“Pressure okay?” the therapist asked.

“Perfect,” she murmured.

He moved to her legs, sliding the towel up to her hips with practiced ease. Her entire backside was now bare, exposed to the warm air and his skilled hands. The first glide of oil down her thigh made her flinch—more from anticipation than surprise.

Clarissa opened her eyes just enough to glance sideways toward Jeffrey.

He was on his back now, eyes closed, but the corner of his mouth twitched.

He was very aware.

The therapist’s hands moved higher, firmer, kneading into the curve of her glutes. Clarissa bit her lip. This wasn’t her imagination. He was going exactly to the edge. Not crossing the line. But dancing with it. Teasing it.

She breathed through her nose, slow and controlled, but her body was on fire.

He shifted to the other leg and did the same—deep pressure, slow upward movement, gliding just under the towel, just enough to make her hips rise again. Her body wanted to be touched. Opened. Taken.

And he knew it.

When he stepped away for a moment—perhaps to refill oil—Jeffrey spoke without opening his eyes.

“You’re breathing heavy.”

Clarissa swallowed. “It’s intense.”

“That’s not the word I’d use.”

She turned her head slightly toward him. “What word would you use?”

“Wet.”

Her stomach flipped. Her legs clenched.

“Is that what you are, Clarissa?” he asked softly, still not looking at her. “Soaked from someone else’s hands on your body?”

She couldn’t speak.

The therapist returned, but now her entire body felt hyperaware of every movement. His hands resumed their work, and she lost track of time. Her mind flickered with images—of letting go, of spreading her legs, of Jeffrey watching with approval as she gave in to something she’d been conditioned to hide her whole life.

By the time they turned her over, her nipples were hard under the towel and her sex throbbed with every shift of her hips. The therapist’s touch was more conservative now—chest, arms, neck—but it didn’t matter. The damage was done.

Her body was no longer her own. It was craving.

And Jeffrey knew.

When the session ended, the therapists left with a soft bow and a tray of cold cucumber water.

Clarissa sat up slowly, wrapping the robe around herself with trembling fingers.

Jeffrey stood, adjusting his robe with zero shame about the visible erection pressing against the fabric. He walked to her, leaned down, and kissed her forehead.

“You were beautiful,” he said.

She blinked up at him. “You were watching me?”

“I was listening to your breath. And I’ve never been harder in my life.”
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Clarissa sat cross-legged on the terrace, robe tied loosely around her, the front gaping just enough to feel the evening breeze against bare skin. A chilled bottle of sauvignon blanc sat between her and Jeffrey, half full, condensation dripping down the glass. The sun had begun its descent in earnest now, bleeding orange and pink into the sky, washing the whole balcony in gold.

She hadn’t said much since the massage.

Neither had he.

Jeffrey sat in the deck chair across from her, legs stretched out, one arm slung casually along the side. He looked like he didn’t have a care in the world, but Clarissa knew better. His stillness wasn’t boredom—it was control. Contained hunger.

And he was watching her.

Her glass was nearly empty. She sipped again, needing the wine more than she wanted to admit.

“That was more intense than I thought it would be,” she finally said.

Jeffrey tilted his glass toward her. “Was it?”

She shot him a look. “You know it was.”

He gave a small shrug, but his mouth twitched in amusement. “What part got you?”

Clarissa hesitated, then looked back toward the ocean. The horizon blurred slightly—whether from wine or heat, she wasn’t sure.

“I don’t know. The hands. The... I don’t know. It wasn’t even what he did—it was what I let myself feel. I kept waiting for it to cross a line. But it didn’t. And that made it worse.”

“Worse how?”

“Hotter.”

Jeffrey said nothing at first. Then, quietly: “Did you want him to cross it?”

Clarissa’s stomach flipped. Her thighs pressed together instinctively.

“I think I wanted to know what it would feel like if he did.”

He leaned forward in his chair, elbows on his knees. His voice dropped.

“I wanted to know too.”

She looked up sharply.

“I thought about it,” he went on. “I lay there and imagined what it would look like if he slipped his hand under that towel. If he spread your legs and touched you while you looked straight at me.”

Her breath left her in a slow, shaking exhale. “Jesus, Jeff.”

“I imagined you not stopping him,” he said. “And I didn’t feel threatened. I felt... proud.”

Clarissa stood, needing to move. She walked to the edge of the terrace, fingers gripping the railing.

“You’re not supposed to say things like that.”

“Says who?”

She turned back toward him. “Don’t you think this is dangerous?”

“Not if we do it together.”

The wind picked up slightly, tugging at her robe. She didn’t fix it. Let it stay open just enough to keep things vulnerable.

“You’ve never talked like this,” she said.

“You’ve never looked like this.”

Clarissa swallowed. “I feel like I’m being rewired.”

“You are,” he said. “So am I.”

They stood there in silence for a while, the sound of waves below, the rustling of palm leaves, the faint laughter from some distant patio down the hill.

Jeffrey stood and came to her, his body warm behind hers. He rested his hands on her hips, thumbs slipping inside the robe’s fabric.

“When he was touching you,” he said, voice brushing against her ear, “did you think about what it would be like to let him go further?”

She nodded. “I kept picturing it. My legs opening. You watching.”

“Did you want him to?”

“I think... I wanted permission.”

Jeffrey slid one hand up her stomach, just under the robe, fingers grazing her skin. “From him?”

“No,” she whispered. “From you.”

His breath hitched.

“And if I gave it?” he asked.

Clarissa turned in his arms, looked up at him. “Then I’d stop pretending I didn’t want it.”

Their foreheads touched, and for a long moment, they didn’t kiss. They just stayed there, breathing the same air, each of them holding the weight of what had just passed between them.

Then Clarissa said, very quietly: “Tell me you want me to do it.”

Jeffrey’s eyes locked on hers. “I want to see you wanted.”

Her lips parted.

“Not just looked at. Not just flirted with,” he said. “I want to see what it looks like when someone tries to take you.”

“And what would you do?” she asked.

“I’d let him,” he said, voice rough now. “And then I’d take you back.”

Clarissa didn’t say anything. She just kissed him—deep, slow, full of things she wasn’t ready to say out loud yet.
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The rooftop bar was perched high above the beach, a glowing beacon of soft light, quiet laughter, and clinking glass. Candlelit tables lined the edges of the terrace, and the center buzzed with low conversation, DJ-spun music, and waitstaff gliding between guests with effortless charm.

Clarissa stepped out of the elevator and into the warm night air, the scent of lime and crushed mint lingering on every passing tray. Her black dress clung to her like a second skin, dipping low in the front and stopping high on her thighs. The fabric shimmered faintly under the string lights that zigzagged overhead.

Jeffrey exhaled beside her, not hiding the way he stared.

“Jesus,” he said.

She gave a half-smile. “Too much?”

“Not even close.”

He guided her with a hand on the small of her back toward the bar. It wasn’t crowded—just full of energy. Every couple, every solo guest seemed to be halfway into a flirtation. Some subtle, some bold. No one here seemed embarrassed to want something.

They took two seats near the edge of the bar, overlooking the coastline below.

A dark-haired man behind the bar turned toward them, towel slung over one shoulder, sleeves rolled up over strong forearms. He had that polished tan that said he’d been here a long time. Sharp cheekbones. Easy smile.

Clarissa didn’t need to be told who he was. She felt it in her stomach before he spoke.

“Evening,” he said, eyes locked on hers. “First night here?”

His voice was smooth, confident—slightly accented, though she couldn’t place it. The kind of voice you didn’t forget.

Jeffrey gestured toward the bottles. “What do you recommend?”

Mateo’s smile deepened. “Something that starts slow... and ends with you making bad decisions.”

Clarissa laughed, and he turned to her with full attention. “Red or white?”

“White.”

“Dry?”

“Always.”

He nodded like he’d just learned something valuable. “I’ve got something for you.”

As he turned to pour the drink, Clarissa leaned toward Jeffrey, whispering under her breath. “You’re not going to pretend that wasn’t flirting?”

“Not pretending anything,” he said without missing a beat. “I just watched his eyes go from your lips to your chest and back again. It was educational.”

She pressed her knees together. “This place is dangerous.”

“That’s why we came.”

Mateo returned with two glasses and placed hers in front of her with a slight bow. “You’ll tell me if it’s too bold.”

Clarissa took a sip. Crisp. Cold. A little wild at the finish.

“It’s perfect,” she said.

“I like your dress,” he added, not glancing away as he said it. “But I think it would look better on the floor.”

Clarissa blinked. She didn’t blush. Not this time. She turned to look at Jeffrey, waiting for him to intervene. Say something. Redirect.

He didn’t.

He just watched her. Calm. Steady.

Like this was what he’d wanted all along.

Mateo didn’t push. He moved to the other end of the bar to take another order, his presence leaving a wake behind him.

Clarissa leaned in, her voice barely audible. “What the hell is happening?”

Jeffrey sipped his wine. “He’s attracted to you. You’re turned on. I’m hard as a rock. That about covers it.”

Her heart pounded. “You’re okay with this?”

He didn’t hesitate. “I want this.”

Clarissa looked down at her glass, then out over the water. The breeze touched her bare legs, and her skin tingled everywhere she’d been massaged earlier.

She could feel Mateo watching from the other end of the bar. Not overtly. Just... waiting.

“I think he’d take me upstairs if I said the word,” she said.

“I know.”

She turned her head slowly to face Jeffrey. “And what if I wanted to?”

He leaned closer. “Then I’d walk you to the elevator, tell you how beautiful you are, and wait for you to come back dripping with sin.”

Clarissa’s breath caught.

“I’d kiss you before you left,” he added, brushing his fingers against her thigh under the table. “And when you came back, I’d ask for every detail.”

She reached for her wine again, but her hand trembled slightly as she lifted it.

“I don’t even know how to play this,” she said.

Jeffrey looked at her like he already knew. “You don’t have to play anything. Just let him keep flirting. See how it feels.”

Mateo returned a few minutes later, sliding a napkin across the bar.

“Something for later,” he said with a smile.

Clarissa glanced down. A name. A room number. And beneath it, one line:

“If you’re ever in the mood to be adored, I’m here.”

She stared at it.

Jeffrey reached over, took a slow sip of his wine, and said just three words:

“Keep the napkin.”
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The door closed behind them with a soft click, and suddenly the silence was louder than the music had been.

Clarissa stood just inside the suite, clutching her clutch like it weighed more than it should. The napkin was folded inside it, barely creased, as if even the act of folding it had felt like crossing a line.

Jeffrey tossed his room key onto the entryway table and loosened the top buttons of his shirt. He didn’t say anything. Not yet.

Clarissa slipped out of her heels and walked barefoot to the edge of the terrace. The breeze was stronger now, cooler, brushing her skin through the thin fabric of her dress. She stared out at the horizon, but her mind was spinning circles around one thing:

That note.

That man.

That moment.

Mateo wasn’t some ambiguous fantasy anymore. He had a name. A face. A room number.

She felt Jeffrey approach before he touched her. His hands settled on her waist, thumbs moving in slow, lazy circles through the dress.

“You’ve been quiet,” he said.

Clarissa kept her gaze on the water. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything.”

“That note...” she began.

“Was hot as hell,” he finished.

Clarissa turned to look at him. “You really think that?”

He nodded, eyes steady. “He looked at you like you were a gift.”

She gave a soft, incredulous laugh. “That’s dramatic.”

“It’s honest.”

Her mouth opened, but the words caught. She looked away again, her fingers tightening slightly on the railing.

“I keep thinking,” she said slowly, “what would happen if I went. If I knocked on his door.”

Jeffrey stepped closer, his chest against her back now, his breath warm in her hair.

“What do you want to happen?”

She closed her eyes. “I want to know what it feels like to be wanted like that. To be touched like I’m brand new to someone. I want to feel dangerous.”

“You already are.”

She leaned back into him slightly, the heat between them simmering.

“But what if it’s not just sexy?” she whispered. “What if it changes something?”

Jeffrey’s hands slid around her waist, holding her gently. “Then we let it. If it changes you into someone more alive, more confident, more open... then that’s not something I’m afraid of.”

She turned to face him, and for the first time that night, her fear was in her eyes.

“You won’t look at me differently?”

He shook his head. “I’ll look at you more. That’s the difference.”

Her voice dropped. “I think I want it.”

Jeffrey’s thumb traced the edge of her jaw. “I think you do too.”

They stood there for a long moment, the kind of silence that isn’t empty—it’s full of a hundred possibilities.

Then Clarissa stepped away from him and walked over to her clutch on the dresser. She pulled out the napkin, unfolded it, and stared at the number.

Room 414.

It might as well have been a key.

Jeffrey came up behind her and looked over her shoulder.

“You don’t have to decide anything tonight,” he said gently.

Clarissa turned the napkin over and back again, her pulse thudding in her throat.

“But what if I already did?”

He paused. “Then we figure out what happens next.”
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Clarissa stood in the bathroom doorway, bathed in soft light, the napkin still in her hand. She looked like she’d just walked out of someone else’s life—someone bolder, someone on the verge of making a decision she couldn’t take back. Her black dress clung to her body like it had been poured on, and her lipstick was half-faded, kissed off by the wine and wind.

Jeffrey watched her from the bed. He’d already stripped down to his boxers. The lamp beside him cast warm shadows across his chest, the muscles in his arms still taut from holding back all night.

He didn’t ask what she was thinking. He already knew.

She stepped into the room slowly, the folded napkin held between two fingers. She held it up like a fragile little dare, then set it down on the nightstand. Her eyes never left his.

“I’m not going tonight,” she said.

Jeffrey’s expression didn’t change. “Okay.”

“But I thought about it,” she added.

“I know.”

“I imagined it.”

“I wanted you to.”

She moved toward him, each step slow, barefoot, deliberate. The heat between them had been simmering for hours, but now it hit like an open flame. She crawled onto the bed, straddling him before he could reach for her, her knees framing his hips.

Clarissa leaned down until their faces were inches apart.

“You wanted me to flirt,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You wanted him to touch me with his eyes.”

“I wanted him to want you so bad he couldn’t stand it.”

She rolled her hips against him, slow and heavy. He was already hard.

“And you want me to go to him,” she whispered, “and give him something I’ve only given you.”

Jeffrey’s hands slid up her thighs. “I want you to taste what it’s like to be worshipped. And then I want to see what it does to you when you come back to me.”

Her mouth crashed into his. This wasn’t soft. It wasn’t exploratory. It was feral.

She pulled his boxers down with one hand, grinding her hips lower as he sprang free, the heat of his cock pressing into her soaked thong.

Jeffrey growled into her mouth. “Take it off.”

She pushed her dress up and over her head in one fluid motion, then her panties, tossing them behind her like an afterthought. She was on him before the thought fully landed—sinking down, inch by inch, until he was deep inside her.

They both gasped.

But she didn’t move—not yet.

She just stared down at him, eyes wild, skin flushed.

“Did you think about it?” she asked. “Back at the bar. Did you imagine him touching me?”

“I haven’t stopped.”

“Did you imagine what I’d sound like when he made me come?”

“Yes.”

“Would you want to hear it?”

“I want to hear everything.”

Clarissa began to ride him. Slowly at first, like she was testing the rhythm of the fantasy. Every thrust brought her deeper into the image—Mateo’s hands, his mouth, his hunger—and Jeffrey’s gaze, locked on her, refusing to blink.

“I want you to watch me next time,” she said between breaths.

“I will.”

“Even if I’m not looking at you.”

“I’ll be watching the whole time.”

She picked up the pace, hands flat on his chest, hair falling forward. Her moans filled the room, louder than she’d ever let herself be.

And then⁠—

“I want him to fuck me,” she gasped. “I want you to know exactly how it felt when he does.”

Jeffrey grabbed her hips and thrust up into her, hard. “And I want to fuck you after, while you’re still dripping from him.”

Her orgasm came fast. Violent. Her body jerked forward, nails raking his shoulders as her head dropped to his chest. She screamed his name—his, not Mateo’s—and he came seconds later, clutching her to him, spilling inside her with a groan so deep it seemed to shake the room.

Afterward, they lay tangled in silence, sweat cooling between them, her head resting against his collarbone.

Clarissa whispered, “I think I need to know.”

Jeffrey brushed her damp hair back. “Then you will.”

Her hand slid across his chest, slow and thoughtful. “You’re really going to let me do this?”

He kissed the top of her head. “Clarissa, I’m going to help you.”


CHAPTER THREE




Clarissa stood in front of the full-length mirror, wrapped in nothing but a towel and indecision.

The closet doors were open, the bed behind her covered in a soft mess of dress options: some new, some old, most of them things she would’ve packed for a date night. But this wasn’t a date. And it wasn’t just dinner. This was something else entirely.

Jeffrey lay on the bed, propped up on one elbow, watching her.

He hadn’t offered any input. Not yet. He just watched.

She picked up a red dress she’d brought “just in case” — the one with the plunging neckline and the slit up the side. It was bold. A little too bold. She set it down and reached for a black one instead, simpler, cleaner, with a back that dipped low and nothing underneath.

She hesitated.

Then tossed it aside, too.

Jeffrey cleared his throat, his voice low and amused. “You waiting for divine intervention?”

“I’m waiting to not feel like a fraud.”

“Clarissa,” he said, “you looked that bartender in the eye and didn’t flinch. You’ve already crossed the starting line.”

She turned to face him. “This isn’t like me.”

“I know.”

“That doesn’t worry you?”

He shook his head. “It excites me.”

Clarissa paced to the dresser, opening the drawer that held her lingerie. She ran her fingers across the delicate lace, the satin, the things she usually saved for anniversaries or hotel nights when they played roles together.

She picked up a deep wine-colored set—barely there, soft and sheer—and held it up. “Too much?”

Jeffrey’s eyes darkened, but his voice stayed calm. “That depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether you want him to see it.”

Clarissa stared at the fabric in her hands. The idea that Mateo might see her in it made her thighs tighten. The idea that Jeffrey was fine with it—that he wanted it—made something deeper unravel.

She walked into the bathroom and changed slowly, deliberately, the kind of undressing and redressing that wasn’t just functional. It was for her. Every strap adjusted, every clasp clicked into place with purpose. When she slid the dress over her head, it molded to her like heat.

She stepped back into the suite.

Jeffrey sat up straighter. His gaze roamed her body with reverence.

“Holy shit,” he murmured.

She smiled, but it wasn’t shy.

“You haven’t even seen the back,” she said, turning slowly.

The low dip of the dress revealed the arch of her spine, the top band of her thong barely peeking out.

Jeffrey stood now, walking over to her with quiet intent. He ran his hands down her sides and pulled her close.

“You look like sin,” he whispered. “Like temptation dressed in skin.”

Clarissa’s pulse jumped. “That’s what I’m going for.”

He looked into her eyes. “Are you planning on talking to him tonight?”

She nodded. “Not to sleep with him. Not yet. Just... to see how far I want to go.”

Jeffrey leaned in and kissed her neck. “And how far do you want me involved?”

Clarissa tilted her head, giving him more access. “I want you nearby. I want to know you’re watching. I want to feel your eyes on me the whole time.”

“You’ll feel more than that.”

His hands grazed the underside of her breasts, then down her hips. He didn’t push for more. He didn’t take her. He just framed her, as if setting her in place for something larger.

“Should I follow ten minutes behind you?” he asked.

She gave a small laugh. “What are we, spies?”

Jeffrey smiled. “You’ll get there first. Get his attention. I’ll take the stool at the far end of the bar.”

Clarissa nodded, nerves and adrenaline tangling in her chest.

“Can I ask you something?” she said softly.

“Anything.”

“What if I go too far?”

Jeffrey stepped back and looked her over, head to toe, as if committing this version of her to memory.

“Then I’ll be waiting right here,” he said, “ready to go even further.”

Clarissa picked up her clutch, her heart hammering against her ribs. She kissed him once—soft and brief—then walked toward the door.

Before she opened it, she turned back.

“How do I look?” she asked.

Jeffrey didn’t hesitate.

“Like you’re about to ruin him.”
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Clarissa stepped off the elevator and into the bar like she’d done it a hundred times before.

This time, she didn’t scan the room. She didn’t check to see who was watching. She knew. She could feel it on her skin like heat from a spotlight—like the energy shifted when she entered.

Mateo was behind the bar again, leaning forward with a glass in his hand, drying it with a rag that had probably seen more lipstick than spills. His eyes lifted the second she walked in. And just like that, the world narrowed.

She walked to the bar slowly, each step measured, letting the slit of her dress do the work for her. The breeze caught the hem just enough to tease the shape of her thigh. Her heels tapped softly against the stone floor. She felt the heads turn. Some were casual. Some not.

She didn’t care.

Mateo’s grin appeared before she even reached him.

“I was hoping I hadn’t imagined you,” he said.

Clarissa leaned one elbow on the bar. “I’m not that easy to forget.”

“No,” he said, eyes tracing the curve of her shoulder. “You’re not.”

He reached under the bar and pulled out a bottle—something golden and clean.

“I saved this in case you came back,” he said, pouring two small glasses.

Clarissa raised a brow. “Just in case?”

He gave a small shrug. “You looked like a woman who needed a second round.”

She sipped. Smooth. Sweet. The finish hit low, warming her chest.

“You don’t strike me as someone who waits around for things,” she said.

“I don’t. But for you?” He held up his glass. “Worth it.”

Clarissa glanced around the bar, casually scanning for Jeffrey. She spotted him at the far end, seated alone, one leg crossed over the other, sipping his drink like a man without a care in the world. But she could see the tension in his jaw. The alertness in his eyes.

He was watching every second.

And he wasn’t just okay with it—he was loving it.

Clarissa turned back to Mateo. “So tell me—what is it you think I need?”

He leaned in, voice lower now. “I think you need to be seen. Really seen. And not just looked at like a fantasy across the room.”

She tilted her head. “And you’re offering to be the one who sees me?”

“I’m offering to be the one who doesn’t look away.”

The words landed hard in her chest. Too direct. Too real.

She liked it more than she should.

Clarissa leaned in until there was barely space between them. “I’m married.”

“I know,” he said.

She blinked. “You do?”

“I know what this resort is,” Mateo said, smile lazy and unbothered. “And I know when a man sends his wife to the bar in a dress like that, he’s not looking for a drink recommendation.”

Her stomach fluttered.

“Besides,” Mateo added, “he’s been watching us for ten minutes.”

Clarissa’s breath caught. She gave a nervous laugh, but there was no denial in her voice.

Mateo’s fingers grazed the bar, just close enough to hers to feel like an invitation. Not a touch. Not yet.

“You tell me how far you want to go,” he said. “I’ll follow your lead.”

Clarissa reached for her glass again, heart pounding.

“You’re dangerous,” she said.

“I’m respectful,” he corrected. “But I don’t play dumb.”

She looked past him, briefly, at the lineup of bottles behind the bar. Anything to steady herself.

Then her gaze shifted back to Mateo, her voice steadier than it felt inside.

“What if I told you I liked being wanted by someone who isn’t my husband?”

He didn’t blink. “Then I’d ask if you want to feel what that’s like up close.”

Her pulse jumped.

“I didn’t say I was ready for that.”

“I didn’t say you had to be.”

He poured her another splash of the golden liquor and raised his glass. “To being wanted. Even if it’s complicated.”

She clinked hers against his. “To complicated.”

Across the room, Jeffrey swirled the ice in his glass and took another sip. His face was unreadable, but Clarissa knew what was happening behind those eyes. He wasn’t just watching. He was burning.

She turned back to Mateo. “So what happens if I take this further?”

Mateo’s voice dropped. “Then I give you what you’re asking for. And I treat you like you deserve to be treated.”

Clarissa smiled, slow and deliberate.

“I’m not sure what I deserve yet.”

He leaned in one final inch. “That’s what makes it fun.”
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The suite was quiet when Clarissa stepped inside. Quiet in the kind of way that lets your own heartbeat echo in your ears.

She didn’t turn on the lights.

She dropped her clutch on the dresser and toed off her heels. Her feet sank into the cool tile as she walked to the terrace doors, where the moon spilled silver across the ocean and everything outside looked both peaceful and dangerous at once.

Jeffrey was already there, standing barefoot in a T-shirt and lounge pants, his back to her, one hand resting on the railing. He didn’t look at her when she came out. Didn’t say anything.

He didn’t need to.

Clarissa stood beside him in silence for a few long seconds, her dress still clinging to her like a second skin. Her body felt flushed, electric, barely contained.

She spoke first.

“I think I forgot how to breathe when he said he knew.”

Jeffrey’s voice was calm, measured. “Knew what?”

“That you sent me.”

Jeffrey didn’t flinch. “He’s not stupid.”

“No,” she agreed. “He’s not.”

She turned to lean her back against the railing, facing him now. He still wouldn’t look at her, which made it worse. Made it hotter. More real.

Clarissa continued, voice low and unsteady. “He said if I wanted to know what it felt like to be wanted... really wanted... he could show me.”

Jeffrey’s jaw tightened. Barely. But she caught it.

“And you liked that?” he asked.

“I did.”

His eyes moved to hers now, full of fire. “Did he touch you?”

“Not yet.”

Jeffrey stepped closer, slow and deliberate. “But he could have?”

Clarissa nodded. “I think he was waiting for me to decide.”

“And were you close?”

She swallowed. “Yeah.”

Jeffrey’s hand brushed the side of her arm. “And what stopped you?”

“I wanted to come back to you first.”

That broke the silence.

He reached for her with both hands, cupping her face like she might disappear. His kiss was sudden—deep, rough, full of everything he hadn’t said since she walked in the door. Clarissa whimpered into his mouth, fingers digging into his shoulders, her legs already shaking.

When he pulled back, he was breathing hard.

“Tell me what you wanted him to do,” he said.

“I wanted him to kiss my neck.”

“Like this?” Jeffrey asked, lowering his mouth to her throat.

She gasped. “Yes.”

“I wanted him to touch my thigh. Just above the knee. Slow.”

Jeffrey’s hand slid down her leg, his fingers skimming upward under her dress.

“Here?”

“Higher.”

He obeyed.

Clarissa’s voice broke. “I wanted to feel what it would be like... if I said yes.”

Jeffrey growled against her neck. “You’re going to.”

She whimpered.

“And when you do,” he whispered, “you’ll still be mine.”

She nodded, breathless. “Say it again.”

“You’ll still be mine.”

They moved back into the suite, lips still locked, hands greedy. But there was no rush. No frantic need. Just heat, and reverence, and the electricity of knowing she was walking the edge—and about to cross it.

Jeffrey kissed her shoulder. “What do you want now?”

She didn’t hesitate. “I want you to take me... while I’m still thinking about him.”

He didn’t say anything.

He just lifted her off the floor, carried her to the bed, and did exactly that.
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Clarissa lay on her stomach, the sheets tangled around her waist, her cheek pressed against the pillow. Her skin still glowed from Jeffrey’s hands, her thighs trembling from the aftershocks of the way he’d taken her—possessive, reverent, and rough in all the right places. The room was dark except for the moonlight spilling in from the terrace.

Jeffrey lay beside her, propped up on one elbow, fingers brushing slowly down her spine.

Neither of them had spoken in a while.

It wasn’t silence. It was gravity.

Clarissa broke it first. Her voice was quiet. Honest.

“I don’t know how far I’m going to let it go tomorrow.”

Jeffrey didn’t answer right away. He let his fingers trace the dip of her back before responding.

“That’s up to you.”

She turned her head slightly, just enough to meet his eyes. “Is it?”

He nodded. “This only works if it’s yours.”

Clarissa exhaled slowly. Her body felt heavy, but her mind wouldn’t rest.

“I keep thinking... once it happens, everything changes.”

“It already has,” he said.

“Does that scare you?”

“No,” he said. “You being afraid to want it—that’s what would scare me.”

She rolled onto her side, sheets falling away from her chest. “It’s not just sex, Jeff.”

“I know.”

“If I do this... if I actually go to his room... I’m not going to hold back. I can’t pretend.”

Jeffrey’s voice was steady. “I don’t want you to.”

She hesitated. “Even if I enjoy it?”

He leaned closer, his forehead brushing hers.

“I want you to enjoy it.”

Her lips parted. “Even if I... finish with him?”

“Yes.”

Clarissa swallowed hard. “And you’ll still want me?”

Jeffrey’s voice was low. Fierce. Certain.

“I’ll want you more.”

That undid her. Not with arousal. With safety. With freedom. With a kind of love that didn’t ask her to shrink to be acceptable.

Clarissa blinked up at him. “I need to hear you say it.”

“Say what?”

“That you give me permission.”

Jeffrey moved over her, one arm braced beside her head. “Clarissa Dane,” he said slowly, deliberately, “I want you to go to him. I want you to let him have you. I want you to look him in the eye and say yes.”

She breathed, shaky now.

“And when you come back,” he whispered, “I want to take everything you felt... and make it ours.”

Her eyes fluttered shut.

“And if I fall apart?” she asked.

“I’ll be the one holding you together.”

She pulled him down to her, not for sex, not for heat. Just to be held. To feel the weight of what was about to happen. To lie in his arms and fall asleep knowing that when tomorrow came, she wouldn’t be guessing anymore.

She had permission.

Not just to be touched.

But to be unleashed.

[image: ]


The suite was still. Midnight had come and gone, but neither of them had tried to sleep.

Clarissa sat at the vanity near the window, hairbrush in hand, her robe loosely tied. Her legs were tucked under her, one bare thigh peeking out as she stared at her reflection. The mirror showed her flushed cheeks, her parted lips, her eyes—still dilated from everything that had happened that night. But something else lingered behind the heat.

Doubt.

Not about desire. Not about Mateo. But about herself.

Jeffrey moved quietly in the background, gathering the room back into calm. The discarded dress. The empty glasses. Her heels kicked off by the door.

Clarissa spoke without turning around. “What if I don’t know how to come back from this?”

Jeffrey paused. “You mean... once you cross the line?”

She nodded slowly. “I’ve been thinking about it all night. About what happens after. Will I still feel like myself? Or someone else? What if I like who I become out there... more than who I am in here?”

Jeffrey came behind her and rested his hands on her shoulders. “Then we get to meet that version of you together.”

She looked at their reflection. His hands on her. His voice steady. Her anchor.

“You say that like it’s easy.”

“It’s not,” he said. “But it’s real. And so are we.”

She let the brush fall into her lap. “I keep waiting to feel guilty.”

“And?”

“I don’t,” she admitted. “That’s what scares me. I should, shouldn’t I?”

Jeffrey shook his head. “No. Because we chose this together.”

Clarissa reached for his hand and brought it to her collarbone, where her pulse still thudded beneath her skin. “Then promise me something.”

“Anything.”

“No matter what happens tomorrow... I want to come back here and still be yours.”

Jeffrey leaned down, pressing a kiss just below her ear. “You’ll always be mine.”

Clarissa met her own eyes in the mirror. And for the first time, she saw not fear—but hunger. Control. Power. And underneath it all, something deeper.

Permission didn’t just come from Jeffrey.

It had to come from her, too.

She stood, letting the robe fall open, and turned in his arms. “Then I’m going to stop feeling afraid of what I want.”

“And what do you want?”

“To make you watch me take it.”


CHAPTER FOUR




Clarissa stood in front of the closet, the doors wide open like an altar she was about to kneel before.

Everything was arranged: dresses on the right, lingerie on the left, shoes lined up at the bottom like soldiers waiting for orders. It should have felt excessive. Over the top. A bit ridiculous.

But it didn’t.

It felt sacred.

She reached for a hanger slowly, fingertips brushing the fabric—black silk, thin straps, deep V down the front. The dress she’d almost worn the first night at the rooftop bar. She hadn’t been ready then. She wasn’t sure she was ready now. But she wasn’t backing away.

Not anymore.

Behind her, Jeffrey sat in the corner chair, one ankle resting on his knee, shirt unbuttoned, watching her. He hadn’t said a word in the last few minutes. Not because he didn’t have anything to say—but because he knew this moment wasn’t his to narrate.

Clarissa pulled the hanger free and laid the dress across the bed. Then turned to the lingerie drawer.

She didn’t hesitate.

The black lace set. Sheer. Barely there. The one she hadn’t worn in years because it always felt like too much. Like too much power. Like a promise she wasn’t sure she could keep.

Tonight, it didn’t feel like too much.

It felt like armor.

She gathered everything and walked into the bathroom. She didn’t close the door.

Jeffrey stayed where he was, watching the shape of her disappear behind the doorway, his jaw clenched, hand flexing in his lap. He didn’t need to follow her. The tension was already in the air, thick as steam, heavy as want.

Inside, Clarissa took her time.

She didn’t rush through the shower. She let the hot water roll over her, one palm pressed against the tile, the other skimming between her thighs with the memory of Jeffrey’s voice still echoing in her head.

“I want you to go to him.”

She imagined Mateo’s hands. His mouth. The way his eyes undressed her at the bar. The way Jeffrey looked at her after.

By the time she stepped out and toweled off, her skin felt too tight for her own body.

She moisturized. Perfumed. Dusted shimmer across her collarbones. She painted her lips with the same color she wore that first night, but darker. Deeper. The kind of shade that didn’t ask for attention—it demanded it.

She slipped into the lace, the straps sliding into place like they were meant for her. Then the dress. She zipped it slowly, watching herself in the mirror as each inch closed around her like a secret she was preparing to share.

When she finally emerged, Jeffrey sat up straight.

His eyes moved from her shoulders to her waist to her legs, lingering at the curve of her thighs where the slit in the dress revealed just enough to torment. He didn’t speak. Didn’t even breathe for a second.

Clarissa turned slowly. “Too much?”

“No,” he said hoarsely. “It’s exactly right.”

She stepped into her heels, letting the rhythm of the moment settle into her bones. The night was almost here. The decision had been made. All that was left now was the how.

She turned to him, smoothing the dress down her sides.

“Do you want to come with me to his room?” she asked quietly.

Jeffrey stood, walked over to her, and placed his hands lightly on her waist.

“I want you to go alone,” he said. “I want to watch you leave.”

Her heart thudded. “You want me to walk away from you?”

“I want you to know what it feels like,” he said, “to be wanted by someone else… and know I still want you more.”

Clarissa breathed in deep. Her throat felt tight.

“I don’t know how long I’ll be gone,” she said.

“That’s okay.”

“I don’t know what I’ll let happen.”

He kissed her cheek. “That’s okay too.”

“I might let him fuck me.”

Jeffrey’s voice didn’t break. “I hope you do.”

Her legs almost gave out.

He kissed her again, this time on the lips, slow and deep.

When they parted, she whispered, “I’m scared.”

He pressed his forehead against hers. “Good. That means it matters.”

Clarissa checked the clock. Ten minutes until the time Mateo had written on the back of the napkin: 10:45.

She grabbed her clutch. Slipped in the key card. Turned to the door.

Jeffrey sat back down in the chair. Not watching the door. Watching her.

She paused with her hand on the handle.

“Last chance,” she said.

Jeffrey shook his head, a slow smile tugging at his mouth. “Last chance was yesterday.”

And with that, she opened the door and stepped into the hallway.
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The door clicked softly shut behind her, and for a moment, Clarissa just stood there—motionless, breath caught, one hand still resting on the handle as if it were a lifeline she hadn’t quite let go of.

The hallway stretched out before her, dim and hushed, the sconces along the walls casting long, golden shadows across the tile. The air was cooler out here, touched by the night and the resort’s central air system, and it wrapped around her bare arms like a whisper.

She took her first step.

The heel of her shoe landed with a quiet click, barely loud enough to register, but still sharp in her ears. She took another. Then another. Each step grew more surreal, like walking inside a dream she could no longer pause or rewind.

This wasn’t pretend anymore.

She was leaving her husband. Not in spirit. Not in heart. But in body. She was walking away from the only man who’d ever touched her with love. Who had worshipped her. Who still wanted her. She was walking away from him because he wanted her to.

Because she wanted her own permission.

She passed the first corner, then a series of guest room doors, all identical in layout but now each one heavy with possibility. Behind one, someone might be watching her through the peephole. She felt eyes even when there were none. She’d dressed for that, hadn’t she? She felt it now in the cut of her dress, in the exposed length of her thigh as the slit brushed back with each step. Her perfume still clung to her pulse points. Her lipstick was flawless.

Her nerves were not.

Room 406. Room 408.

She slowed, smoothing her palm down the front of her dress, forcing herself to breathe. Her heartbeat was too fast—sharp, irregular, a deep thump inside her ribcage that seemed to echo in her ears. Every part of her body was aware of itself.

The sway of her hips.

The heat between her legs.

The tightness in her chest.

The question in her mind.

What if I don’t stop?

Room 410. Almost there.

Her mouth felt dry. She stopped at a water station tucked into a niche in the wall and filled a paper cup with trembling fingers. Cold water. One small sip. Another. She set the cup down carefully and looked at her reflection in the black glass of a decorative wall panel beside the elevator.

She looked like someone else.

Her eyes were darker. Her face was flushed. Her body language—slower, sensual, heavier—looked like a woman who had made a decision. But behind the makeup, behind the dress, the hair, the heels, she could still see the woman who’d asked herself that question back on the plane: Can I really do this?

She hadn’t answered then.

She was answering now.

Room 412.

She stopped in front of it and exhaled hard. Just one more door to go. She reached into her clutch and pulled out the small slip of paper—room number 414, scrawled in Mateo’s confident hand. She hadn’t needed to bring it. She hadn’t forgotten the number. But it grounded her. Reminded her this wasn’t a fantasy typed out in a group chat or whispered into Jeffrey’s ear. This was physical. This was real.

One last deep breath.

She took the final few steps and stopped in front of the door.

Room 414.

The numbers looked larger than they were. Imposing, somehow. As if the wood of the door knew what it was protecting.

She didn’t knock immediately.

She stood there and let herself feel the full weight of what she was about to do.

She thought about Jeffrey. Not just his blessing, but his face when she walked out the door. The way he watched her like he’d already imagined this moment a thousand times. Not with jealousy. With pride. With hunger. With love so strong it didn’t just allow her to step away—it dared her to.

She thought about what would happen if she turned around. If she went back down the hall, kicked off her heels, and curled up next to him in bed, whispering, Not tonight. I couldn’t.

And she thought about the look he’d give her—gentle, supportive—but layered with something else.

Not disappointment.

But patience.

He wanted this for her. Not for the story. Not for the thrill. But because he knew she needed to walk through this door to understand something about herself she couldn’t learn any other way.

Her hand rose.

She knocked—three light taps. Soft. Measured. Not a demand. An invitation.

There was silence for a moment. Then footsteps.

The door opened.

And there he was.

Mateo. Barefoot. A simple, dark shirt half-unbuttoned. Glass in hand. His face was unreadable at first, but his eyes—his eyes lit up with something unmistakable.

Approval.

“You came,” he said, his voice quiet but laced with something heavy.

Clarissa’s throat felt dry again. “Yeah.”

He stepped back without a word, giving her space. The room behind him was dim, warm, with the soft hum of music playing from a speaker somewhere out of sight. It smelled like sandalwood and something else—citrus maybe, or the clean edge of cologne.

He didn’t touch her. He didn’t lean in.

He just waited.

Clarissa stood at the threshold, caught in the pull between two lives. Behind her: years of love, trust, and the man who had given her this moment. In front of her: a stranger who wanted to strip her down without shame, touch her without expectation, and send her back to her husband wrecked and glowing.

She crossed the threshold.

Mateo closed the door.
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The door clicked softly shut behind her.

Clarissa stood in the middle of the room, her back to Mateo, her chest rising and falling in small, shallow breaths. She could hear the rustle of the curtains in the slight breeze from the balcony. The gentle rhythm of some low, pulsing music filled the space — instrumental, moody, sensual without being obvious.

Her heels felt too loud on the hardwood floor as she took a step forward. Mateo didn’t say anything right away. He let the silence do the work.

When she finally turned to face him, he was watching her the way a sculptor might admire raw marble — not as something to possess, but something to shape. Something rare.

She expected him to move toward her.

He didn’t.

Instead, he set down his glass and leaned against the edge of the dresser, arms crossed, body relaxed.

“I wasn’t sure you’d really come,” he said.

“Neither was I.”

“You nervous?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Scared?”

“Yes.”

He tilted his head slightly. “Turned on?”

Her lips parted, and for a long second, she couldn’t answer. Not out loud. But the answer was all over her. In the tightness of her posture, the heat in her eyes, the faint tremble of her hand as she reached up to touch the back of her neck.

Mateo pushed off the dresser slowly and walked toward her, but he stopped a foot away. He didn’t reach for her.

He just looked.

“You’re not like the other women who come here.”

Clarissa gave a soft, self-deprecating smile. “I’m not sure what I am right now.”

“You’re real,” he said. “And that makes you dangerous.”

She swallowed. “To you?”

“To myself.”

The silence between them deepened.

“I don’t want to be rushed,” she said.

“Then we won’t.”

“I don’t want you to expect anything.”

“I don’t.”

“And I don’t want to feel like I’m cheating.”

That one hit harder. Her voice cracked just a little when she said it.

Mateo nodded slowly. “Then let’s be honest with each other.”

“Okay.”

“I want you. Badly. But I also want you to feel safe. I want you to walk out of here tonight and still feel whole.”

Clarissa blinked. “You rehearsed that?”

He smiled. “No. But I’ve said it before. Not always out loud.”

They stood in the soft lamplight, her dress glowing like ink in the warm amber of the room. She could feel sweat starting at the base of her spine. Not from heat. From pressure. Not the kind she hated — the kind that meant something mattered.

“Can I touch you?” Mateo asked softly.

Clarissa hesitated.

Then nodded.

He stepped forward, slowly, and reached out. His hand brushed her jaw — just a thumb along the side of her face — featherlight, but intentional. His other hand hovered just above her hip, not landing until she didn’t move away.

Clarissa exhaled.

His palm settled gently on her waist, thumb grazing bare skin through the slit in her dress.

She was trembling. Not because she wanted to stop — but because she wanted more.

“You’re shaking,” he murmured.

“I know.”

“Do you want me to stop?”

She shook her head.

“Say it.”

“I want you to keep going.”

Mateo’s hand slid higher, brushing the side of her ribcage, then up to her shoulder. His touch wasn’t greedy. It was reverent. Like he wasn’t trying to own her — just trying to learn her.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered. “But it’s more than that. You’re... rare.”

Clarissa laughed under her breath, eyes still closed. “That’s a hell of a line.”

“It’s not a line if it’s true.”

He leaned in slowly, letting his lips brush her cheek, not her mouth. His breath was warm on her skin, his voice barely audible.

“I don’t need to fuck you tonight.”

She opened her eyes. “You don’t?”

“I want to,” he admitted, “but not at the cost of the rest of this. If you just want to be touched — kissed — seen? I’ll do that. And I’ll enjoy every second of it.”

Her knees nearly gave out.

She nodded again, firmer now. “Then kiss me.”

He did.

And it was nothing like she expected.

Mateo didn’t devour her. He didn’t rush in with hands on her ass and tongue down her throat. His lips brushed hers like a question, like a spark passed mouth to mouth. She kissed back slowly, tentatively at first — and then deeper, with breath and need and full-body hunger.

She felt his hands slide around her lower back, fingers resting just above the curve of her ass. He didn’t pull her in. He let her move closer.

Clarissa stepped into him.

Pressed her chest to his.

Opened her mouth against his and moaned when he finally slid his tongue against hers.

The kiss grew hotter, fuller. Her hands went to his shoulders. Then his chest. Then under his shirt, which she pushed aside inch by inch, palms dragging across his bare skin. He was warm. Solid. Strong in the way Jeffrey wasn’t — not better, not worse. Just different.

Mateo’s hands dipped low now, brushing under the slit of her dress, fingertips grazing the lace at the top of her thigh.

Clarissa gasped and pulled back.

He froze instantly.

“You okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yes. I just... I need to catch my breath.”

He stepped back, giving her space.

“I’m here as long as you want me,” he said.

Clarissa wiped her lips with the back of her hand, not out of shame, but just to feel how swollen they were. How real this was.

She laughed, breathless. “God, I’m actually doing this.”

Mateo smiled. “You are. And you’re allowed to enjoy it.”

She looked at the bed.

Then back at him.

“I think I want to lie down,” she said.

He reached for her hand.

“Then come.”
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Clarissa stepped toward the bed with Mateo behind her, his hand still loosely holding hers.

The room felt heavier now. Not in a suffocating way, but like the air had thickened with something sacred. Her skin buzzed with awareness—of the man behind her, of the dress clinging to her hips, of the lace underneath, already damp. She felt him watching every inch of her, and unlike before—unlike the nights where she pretended not to notice the stares—this time, she didn’t shrink.

She owned it.

Clarissa turned around just as she reached the edge of the bed. Mateo’s eyes found hers.

“I don’t want anything fast,” she said.

“You won’t get fast,” he replied. “You’ll get worshipped.”

Her breath hitched.

Mateo stepped closer, reached around her, and slowly unzipped her dress. The sound was quiet, but it may as well have echoed like thunder in the room. Inch by inch, the fabric loosened. Her shoulders relaxed. Her heart pounded.

He didn’t push it off her.

He let it hang there.

She looked up at him.

“I want you to see me,” she whispered.

“I already do.”

She let the dress fall.

It slid down her body like liquid, pooling at her feet. She stepped out of it, now standing in nothing but the black lace—the sheer bra that barely covered her nipples, the thong that had more intention than coverage.

Mateo’s mouth parted slightly. But he didn’t groan. Didn’t curse. He just looked.

And then he knelt.

Right there, in front of her.

His hands slid up the backs of her thighs, then to her hips, pausing just below the waistband of her thong.

“Can I?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He kissed just above the lace, then lowered it—slowly, reverently—and let it fall down her legs. She stepped out of it and backed toward the bed, the sheets cool against her thighs as she sat down. Her body was already soaked, her nipples hard, her breath shallow. But this wasn’t fear. This wasn’t even nerves anymore.

It was hunger.

Mateo stood and pulled off his shirt, revealing a lean, sculpted chest. His jeans followed. No pretense. No show. Just confidence.

He crawled onto the bed, not hovering above her but lying beside her, propped on one elbow.

“Touch yourself,” he said softly.

Clarissa blinked. “What?”

“Just your breasts. Let me watch.”

She swallowed and nodded.

Her hand slid up her stomach, then cupped one breast through the lace, fingers grazing her nipple. A moan escaped her lips—quiet, surprised.

Mateo moved closer, his hand replacing hers, and kissed her through the fabric.

“Take this off,” he said.

She reached behind and unclasped the bra. It slipped off, and now she was bare to him, completely.

He kissed her again. This time lower. Then lower.

Clarissa gasped as his mouth found her breast, his tongue circling her nipple, his hands holding her like she might float away.

She threaded her fingers through his hair.

He kissed down her stomach. Over her hip. Then between her thighs.

Her legs trembled as he eased them apart.

“You’re soaked,” he murmured.

Clarissa bit her lip. “I know.”

“Can I taste you?”

“Yes.”

He dipped his head, his tongue sliding between her folds, slow and purposeful. She cried out—not from shock, but from relief. As if her body had been waiting for this permission for too long.

Jeffrey had prepared her for this moment. Not just physically—but emotionally.

He wanted her to be here.

He wanted this exact sound: the sound of another man’s mouth making her come undone.

Mateo’s tongue moved in slow, deliberate circles, his fingers sliding into her with care. She rocked her hips against him, moaning louder now, one hand clenching the sheets, the other still in his hair.

“I’m gonna come,” she breathed.

He didn’t stop.

And she did.

Hard.

It hit her like a tidal wave—her back arching, her thighs locking around his shoulders, her breath catching in her throat as the pleasure surged through her. She cried out, raw and unfiltered, as her body gave in fully.

She came for him.

And she didn’t feel guilt.

She felt power.

Mateo kissed his way back up her body and hovered over her, lips brushing hers but not pushing for more.

Clarissa looked up at him, still catching her breath.

“I want to keep going,” she whispered.

“Then we will.”

He kissed her again.

And she let go.
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The hallway was quiet when Clarissa stepped back onto their floor.

The click of the door behind her echoed louder this time. She had left this same corridor less than two hours ago, but somehow it felt like an entirely different place now—one she didn’t quite recognize, but wasn’t afraid of anymore.

She paused in front of their suite.

Her legs were still trembling.

Not just from what had happened—but from what it meant. Her body still pulsed with the echo of Mateo’s hands, his mouth, the way he whispered into her skin like she was a secret he’d been waiting to hear. And now, as she stood with one hand on the door, she wasn’t nervous.

She was buzzing.

Clarissa opened the door and stepped inside.

The lights were low. One bedside lamp glowed softly in the corner, casting everything in golden amber. The air was warm, familiar—her perfume still lingering in the room, mixed with the scent of Jeffrey’s skin on the sheets.

He was sitting in the armchair by the window, a half-finished glass of bourbon in his hand.

Waiting for her.

He didn’t stand. Didn’t say anything at first. He just looked at her.

Her dress was wrinkled now, her lipstick faded, her thighs still slick between her legs. She hadn’t cleaned up. She hadn’t tried to hide a single thing.

She stood there in front of him, raw and undone.

Jeffrey’s voice was low. Rough. “Tell me.”

Clarissa let her clutch fall to the floor.

“He kissed me,” she said, walking toward him.

Jeffrey’s eyes stayed locked on hers.

“He took his time,” she continued, her voice trembling only slightly. “He undressed me slowly. Touched me like he’d studied me for weeks. He didn’t fuck me. Not yet.”

Jeffrey blinked. “Not yet?”

She shook her head. “But he made me come. With his mouth. With his hands. I gave it to him.”

Jeffrey exhaled like he’d been holding his breath the whole time.

Clarissa stepped between his knees, straddling him, her body still humming.

“You let me go,” she whispered. “Now take me back.”

Jeffrey set the glass down.

Then he grabbed her.

His hands slid under her thighs and pulled her into him, hard. His mouth crashed against hers, kissing her like a man starved. She moaned into him, grinding her hips against the thick ridge of his arousal. He reached for the hem of her dress, yanked it up around her waist, and found her bare beneath it.

When his fingers slid between her legs, he felt the slickness instantly.

His voice was guttural. “Is this from him?”

Clarissa moaned, eyes closing. “Yes.”

Jeffrey pressed his forehead against hers, his fingers still working between her folds. “You’re fucking soaked.”

“I wanted to bring it back to you.”

“God, Clarissa.”

She didn’t wait for him to undress.

She reached down, freed his cock from his waistband, and lowered herself onto him in one fluid motion.

They both gasped.

He was thick and hot and desperate. She was open and aching and full. He held her by the hips and began to thrust up into her, slow at first, then faster, his breath ragged.

She rode him hard, every movement charged with everything she had just lived through. Every moan she gave was for him. Every grind of her hips was a thank you. A promise. A surrender and a victory all at once.

“I thought about you the whole time,” she gasped.

“I wanted you to.”

“I pictured this.”

“You riding me, full of him?”

“Yes.”

“Did he make you scream?”

She nodded, breathless. “But not like this.”

Jeffrey grunted and stood, lifting her with him, still inside her, walking to the bed. He laid her down on her back, grabbed her wrists, and pinned them above her head.

Then he fucked her.

Not to erase what Mateo had done.

But to claim what he’d given away—and gotten back even better.

Her orgasm tore through her, sharp and deep. She came with his name in her mouth, not Mateo’s. And when Jeffrey came seconds later, it was with a growl so animal, so primal, she didn’t even recognize it as his voice.

Afterward, they collapsed together.

Sweat-soaked. Spent.

Alive.

Clarissa buried her face in his neck and whispered, “I don’t feel broken.”

Jeffrey kissed her hair. “That’s because you’re not.”

She paused. “You’re not angry?”

“I’ve never been more in love with you than I am right now.”

Clarissa smiled into his skin. “I think I want to see him again.”

Jeffrey pulled her closer. “Then you will.”


CHAPTER FIVE




The first thing Clarissa noticed was the silence.

Not the kind that followed regret, or the cold quiet that usually came after crossing a line too far. This was a different kind of silence — soft, safe, full of breath and sunlight and certainty.

She blinked her eyes open and stretched slowly beneath the sheets. Her body ached in places that hadn’t ached in years — her thighs, her lower back, her jaw from too much smiling. Her skin was marked in fingerprints and faded lipstick, still sticky with sweat and the faint trace of last night’s sex. Her thighs were damp. Her lips swollen.

But what struck her most wasn’t the soreness.

It was the stillness.

For the first time in a long time, she didn’t feel like she was holding anything in.

Jeffrey lay beside her, half on his stomach, his arm flung over her waist. He was still asleep — mouth slightly open, chest rising and falling slow and deep. He looked younger somehow, softer. Like the night had uncoiled something in him too.

Clarissa didn’t wake him.

She slipped quietly out of bed and padded to the mirror across the room, dragging the top sheet with her. She wrapped it around herself and stared at her reflection in the early morning light.

She looked wrecked.

And she looked incredible.

Her hair was a wild mess, eyeliner smudged, the faint shadow of a hickey at her collarbone. Her lips were still a deep red-pink, barely stained. Her skin had a glow to it—flush in her cheeks, sparkle in her eyes. She’d seen herself beautiful before.

But this was different.

This was claimed.

She ran her fingers down her neck and over her shoulder, brushing against the places Mateo had touched her. Her pulse skipped. Not out of guilt. But pride.

She’d done that. She had crossed the threshold, walked into another man’s space, undressed under another man’s gaze, taken his tongue inside her — and then come home and let her husband fuck her so hard she forgot what floor they were on.

And now?

She didn’t feel used.

She felt dangerous.

Behind her, Jeffrey stirred.

She didn’t turn. Just spoke softly. “You awake?”

His voice came low and rough. “Barely.”

“Don’t get up.”

He chuckled. “You sound like you’re giving orders now.”

“I might be.”

Jeffrey sat up on one elbow and looked at her. “You’re glowing.”

“I feel it.”

He grinned. “You’re not hungover?”

“Nope.”

“No guilt?”

“None.”

“Then you’re fully in it now,” he said, voice proud. “It’s not fantasy anymore.”

She turned and let the sheet slip down just enough to expose one bare breast. “I don’t think I ever needed it to be fantasy.”

Jeffrey raised an eyebrow. “So what is it now?”

Clarissa crossed the room slowly, climbed onto the bed, and straddled him—naked, unashamed, fully awake.

“It’s mine.”

He looked up at her, mouth open slightly. “Say that again.”

She leaned forward, her breasts brushing his chest, her lips against his ear.

“This isn’t your kink anymore, Jeff,” she whispered. “This is my fucking kingdom.”

He moaned. “Jesus, Clarissa.”

She kissed him hard and deep. Not out of hunger — but possession.

“I want to see him again,” she said when she pulled back. “Soon.”

“You will.”

“I want to be bolder.”

“I want you to be.”

“I want you to help me push this further.”

His breath caught. “What does that mean?”

“It means I want more than just being watched. I want to control what you see.”

Jeffrey swallowed hard. “You want me in the room?”

“I want you involved. Maybe not in the bed. Not yet. But close.”

Jeffrey’s voice was hoarse now. “You’re really doing this.”

Clarissa smiled. “No, babe. We are.”

She rolled off of him and pulled the sheet over both of them. He reached for her, pulled her close, and kissed the back of her shoulder.

“You know I’m yours,” he said.

“And you know I’m not done.”
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Clarissa didn’t just get dressed for the pool.

She curated herself.

The white bikini had never seen the outside of her suitcase until today. The top was minimal — two small triangles of fabric barely holding her in — and the bottoms dipped low across her hips with delicate gold rings on either side. She paired it with oversized sunglasses, a straw sunhat, and a sheer mesh cover-up that was more aesthetic than modesty. The whole look wasn’t accidental.

It was designed to stop conversations.

Jeffrey watched from the edge of the bed as she adjusted her straps in the mirror. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. The heat in his eyes was full-volume.

Clarissa turned and gave him a look over her sunglasses.

“Too much?”

“Not even close,” he said, his voice rough with approval. “You’re going to own that pool deck.”

She smiled. “That’s the idea.”

Outside, the sun was high and hot. The pool was already alive with sound — splashes, laughter, the hum of music from the resort’s speakers. Clarissa walked beside Jeffrey with casual ease, her hips swaying, her long legs catching the light with every step.

It wasn’t nerves this time.

It was intention.

They found two loungers near the deeper end, close to the bar but not so central they’d be immediately approached. Jeffrey stretched out with a book in his lap, sunglasses on. Clarissa peeled off her cover-up and lay back, fully aware of the ripple effect it caused around them.

Men noticed. Women noticed. Even the staff noticed.

She didn’t shrink.

She reached for her drink and sipped slowly, crossing one leg over the other. She tilted her head back, letting the sun kiss her chest. Her breasts shifted with the movement, and she could feel eyes on her.

She peeked sideways at Jeffrey.

He was watching. From behind his sunglasses, his jaw was tight.

Exactly how she liked it.

Ten minutes later, the first brave one walked by. A guy in his early thirties. Tan. Fit. Slight smirk. He slowed just a little as he passed, not staring outright, but clearly cataloguing.

Clarissa didn’t look away.

She held his gaze.

He kept walking, but she knew he’d be back.

Jeffrey shifted beside her. “That was deliberate,” he said.

“Mmm,” she hummed, eyes still on the water. “You jealous?”

“No,” he said. “Turned on.”

“You like watching me play?”

“I like watching you take control.”

Clarissa stretched again, arching her back slightly, knowing exactly what that did to the curve of her chest.

Another guy passed.

This one younger. Twenty-something. Strong arms, surfer hair, cocky in that reckless, vacation-fling kind of way.

He stopped.

“You’re seriously out here making the rest of us look bad,” he said with a grin.

Clarissa looked over the rim of her sunglasses. “Is that a line?”

He laughed. “It’s an honest compliment. You look incredible.”

She glanced past him at Jeffrey. He hadn’t moved.

“Thanks,” she said.

“I’m Jake,” he offered, stepping closer.

Clarissa’s smile widened. “Clarissa.”

Jake looked like he was about to say more, but then spotted Jeffrey beside her. “Your husband cool with strangers chatting you up?”

She let that question hang.

Then said, casually, “He likes watching me make friends.”

Jake’s eyes flicked to Jeffrey, then back to her. “Well… I’d be happy to be one of them.”

Clarissa held his gaze. “We’ll see.”

Jake walked off — but slower this time. His posture had changed. He wasn’t just cruising by. He was interested now.

Clarissa reached for her drink again, her fingers steady, her pulse anything but.

Jeffrey leaned over. “You’re not just drawing attention. You’re controlling the room.”

“I know.”

“You’re dangerous right now.”

“I know that too.”

“You like him?”

“He’s cute,” she said. “Too young. But bold.”

Jeffrey smiled. “You want to see how far he’ll go?”

She turned her face toward him, her voice low. “Only if you want to watch.”

Jeffrey’s hand moved over hers. “You’re not mine because I control you.”

“No,” she said. “I’m yours because you don’t.”

They sat in silence for a long moment, the pool sparkling in front of them, the resort’s rhythm moving around them like waves.

And Clarissa?

She just kept shining.
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Jake came back before the ice had melted in Clarissa’s glass. She spotted him making his way across the pool deck, this time without the hesitation he’d shown earlier. His towel was tossed carelessly over one shoulder, his hair still wet from a swim. The cocky smile was dialed down a little, maybe in respect, maybe in anticipation, but the swagger was still there.

He stopped near the foot of her lounger and asked, “Mind if I sit?”

Clarissa turned to Jeffrey before answering. He hadn’t spoken much since she started drawing attention, but the way his sunglasses tracked her every move said enough.

She asked, “You mind, babe?”

Jeffrey didn’t flinch. “Go ahead.”

Jake dropped onto the empty lounger next to hers. He sat comfortably, but not too close. The awareness between them was instant. Before she could ask, he flagged a server and ordered two mojitos without even glancing at the menu.

“Didn’t know what you liked,” he said. “But you feel like a mojito kind of woman.”

“I’m more of a tequila kind of woman,” Clarissa replied, brushing a loose strand of hair from her cheek. “But this’ll do.”

He smiled, already a little more relaxed. She kept her posture open, her legs crossed, one knee slightly angled toward him. When the sun shifted, she adjusted her position, arching her back slightly, which tugged her bikini top tighter across her chest. She saw his eyes flick downward and back again. He didn’t try to hide it.

Clarissa asked, “So what brings you here, Jake?”

“Work, technically. But I’m off for the week. Just wanted to decompress, have some drinks, maybe make some memories I don’t tell HR about later.”

She laughed once, soft and amused. “Do you usually try your luck with women who are clearly taken?”

“Not usually, no.” He leaned in slightly, voice quieter now. “But you’re not exactly giving ‘hands-off’ energy.”

She reached for her drink. “Maybe I’m not.”

He glanced again at Jeffrey. “So, you two—open?”

Clarissa turned toward him, her smile cool and deliberate. “Something like that.”

“Is he cool with this?” Jake’s voice wasn’t challenging, just curious. His gaze flicked between her and Jeffrey again.

Jeffrey answered for himself. “She’s not doing anything I didn’t ask her to.”

Jake blinked, surprised. Clarissa didn’t break eye contact.

“We talk. A lot. About what we want. What we’re okay with. What we’re not. It’s not for everyone, but it works for us.”

Jake processed that for a beat longer than he meant to. “I gotta admit, that’s kind of hot. You don’t feel weird about it?”

Clarissa shifted slightly, letting her thigh brush Jake’s for a brief second before moving back. “Not even a little.”

“I mean, if I’m being honest, I’m turned on just sitting here talking to you like this.”

She didn’t rush to respond. “You’re bold.”

“I try.”

Clarissa turned to Jeffrey again. “He’s cute, huh?”

Jeffrey gave a slow nod. “He’s got potential.”

Jake sat straighter. “Potential for what?”

Clarissa didn’t answer right away. She took a sip from her drink, then set the glass down and stood up slowly, the white bikini drawing attention from everyone within a ten-foot radius.

“Come to the bar with me,” she said, looking directly at Jake.

He glanced once at Jeffrey, clearly unsure if this was some kind of test. Clarissa noticed and added, “He knows I’m not asking.”

Jake stood, leaving his drink behind, and followed her. Clarissa turned to Jeffrey one more time as she adjusted her bikini strap.

“You want to come?” she asked.

Jeffrey sat back, eyes covered by his sunglasses. “Surprise me.”

Clarissa gave him one last smile, then walked off toward the poolside bar with Jake at her side. The sun beat down hot and high. Heads turned as they passed.

Jake didn’t say much at first. He walked just a half step behind her, still working out whether he was walking into trouble or something he’d dream about for the rest of his life. Clarissa didn’t fill the silence. She knew exactly what she looked like. She knew what she was doing. She was no longer reacting to the game.

She was running it.
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The poolside bar was shaded and cool compared to the open deck, tucked beneath a wide awning with wood beams and lazily spinning fans overhead. Clarissa slid onto a high stool without waiting for Jake to catch up, her legs crossing with deliberate ease as she adjusted her bikini top with one finger. Jake climbed onto the stool beside her, still looking like he wasn’t entirely sure whether he was walking into a setup or a dream.

She caught the bartender’s eye. “Two tequila sodas, fresh lime.”

Jake blinked. “I thought you were a mojito girl.”

“I’m not much of a girl anything. I just drink what fits the moment.”

“You do a lot of things that seem to fit the moment.”

“I plan more than I let on.”

Their drinks arrived quickly, condensation already forming on the outside of the glasses. Clarissa took hers in hand and stirred it with the straw, watching the bubbles rise as Jake stole glances at her chest, then away again like he was trying not to be obvious. She let him look. He hadn’t earned her attention yet, but she was giving him a chance to.

Jake leaned forward slightly. “So, how exactly does this work? You flirt with me for a while, your husband watches from a distance, and then what?”

“That depends on you,” she said, letting her voice drop just enough to shift the tone. “Most men don’t get very far. They push too fast or try too hard. But the ones who understand what they’re really being invited into? They learn how to play.”

Jake nodded, trying to act cool, but his leg bounced under the bar. “And what game is this?”

“The kind where everyone wins, if you don’t screw it up.”

He laughed under his breath and took a sip. “No pressure.”

Clarissa didn’t respond right away. She simply let her knee drift to touch his, resting there lightly as she turned toward him with one arm propped on the bar. Her fingers brushed against his, not fully entwining but lingering just long enough to see how he’d respond. Jake’s breath hitched slightly, but he didn’t pull away. His eyes locked onto hers like he was waiting for instructions he didn’t know he needed.

She kept her touch light but deliberate, her fingertips now grazing the inside of his wrist as she watched him squirm. “You said you were curious,” she murmured, “but curious men don’t just stare. They try something.”

Jake looked over his shoulder toward the loungers, where Jeffrey was still reclined, sunglasses on, unreadable. The hesitation in his posture was real, but so was the pull. He turned back to her and spoke just above a whisper.

“What are you actually offering me right now?”

Clarissa smiled slowly. “Nothing. I’m just watching how close you’ll get before you ask for more.”

Jake exhaled through his nose, laughing nervously. “I’m starting to think you’re the dangerous one in all this.”

“I’m not dangerous unless you get stupid.”

He leaned in closer. “And if I don’t?”

“Then you might get lucky.”

Clarissa stood without warning and took the rest of her drink with her. She didn’t wait for Jake to follow, but he did, leaving his half-finished glass behind on the bar. She walked with purpose back toward the loungers, the sun hitting her skin and the fabric of her bikini clinging in all the right places. She didn’t adjust it. She didn’t look back. She didn’t need to. She already knew Jake’s eyes were locked on her ass, and Jeffrey’s were on both of them.

When she reached the chairs, she didn’t reclaim her seat immediately. She stood between the two men, looked at Jake, then turned to Jeffrey.

“You good?”

Jeffrey nodded, his mouth twitching slightly with something between pride and arousal. “You look like you’re enjoying yourself.”

“I am.”

She sat down between them, crossing her legs again, and reached for her sunglasses. Jake took the seat next to her, still watching her with a mix of disbelief and restraint.

Clarissa leaned back and exhaled, letting the silence stretch. She didn’t have to say it out loud, but everyone sitting there knew it.

The game was officially on.
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Clarissa let herself sink into the lounger with a slow, lazy stretch, arms above her head, legs crossed at the ankle. Her skin was flushed with heat, the kind that came from both the sun and something much more dangerous. She reached for her sunglasses, not because she needed them, but because they gave her cover—cover to scan the deck, to watch Jeffrey’s jaw tense from the corner of her eye, and to see Jake’s growing discomfort as he sat beside her, pretending to relax.

Jake cleared his throat and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “So, you guys really just hang out like this? No awkwardness? No jealousy?”

Jeffrey responded without turning. “It’s not about avoiding jealousy. It’s about knowing what to do with it.”

Clarissa spoke before Jake could ask more questions. “He likes it when I make things hard for him.”

Jake raised an eyebrow. “Hard as in difficult, or...?”

“You know exactly which I mean.”

The tension hung there, unspoken but thick between them. Around them, other guests lay sunbathing, sipping frozen drinks, flipping through magazines. To anyone watching, they looked like three people enjoying a sunny day. But every small shift in Clarissa’s body told a different story. The way she ran her fingers up the inside of her thigh. The way she let her knees drift open as she adjusted her seat. The way she leaned over to pick up her drink, knowing Jake would get a perfect view of the curve of her chest.

She glanced at Jeffrey again. His sunglasses made it impossible to read his eyes, but she could feel his attention like a second sun on her skin.

She turned her body toward Jake and lowered her voice. “You nervous?”

He smiled like he wanted to pretend he wasn’t. “A little. I’ve never done anything like this.”

“I can tell.”

“I’ve also never had someone flirt with me in front of their husband.”

“You haven’t had someone touch you in front of him either.”

His breath caught, and his smile faded. “Wait. Are you going to⁠—”

Clarissa leaned in slowly, her hand resting on his thigh, just above the knee. She didn’t slide it higher. Not yet. She just let it sit there, skin to skin, light enough to seem casual but firm enough to make her point. Jake froze. Not because he didn’t want it—but because he didn’t know how far she’d really go.

Jeffrey didn’t say a word.

Clarissa leaned in closer, her voice nearly in Jake’s ear. “If I keep my hand right here for a while, do you think you’ll get hard?”

Jake laughed under his breath. “Think? It’s already happening.”

“Good,” she said, still calm, still composed. “Now sit there and let it.”

She didn’t move her hand. She didn’t look around to check if anyone was watching. This wasn’t about spectacle. It was about power. She could feel Jake shift slightly under her touch, could see the change in his posture—stiffer now, his breath coming just a little faster.

She kept her voice low. “This is what I like. Slow build. Not racing to the finish line. You let it simmer, and when you finally get what you want, it wrecks you.”

Jake didn’t respond. His jaw was tight, his hands gripping the edge of the lounger.

Clarissa turned toward Jeffrey again and let her hand slide an inch higher. “Still good, babe?”

Jeffrey nodded once. “Very.”

She removed her hand as casually as she’d placed it, picking up her drink again and taking a long, slow sip. Jake shifted beside her, legs tight together now, trying to hide what she’d done to him in thirty seconds flat.

Clarissa adjusted her top, letting one strap fall just slightly off her shoulder. She didn’t fix it. She simply laid back, sunglasses on, one arm behind her head, letting the sun do its work.

Jake said nothing.

Neither did Jeffrey.

Clarissa smiled behind her glass.

Everything was exactly where she wanted it.


CHAPTER SIX




They stayed at the pool until the sun dropped behind the palms and the drinks started tasting more like melted ice than alcohol. Most of the afternoon crowd had filtered out, heading to dinner or back to their rooms to shower off the heat. Clarissa still hadn’t covered up, her bikini clinging wet against her skin, her posture loose, limbs draped over the lounger like she owned the view. Jake hadn’t moved much. He’d calmed down from earlier, but the tension was still in his shoulders, and in the way he kept sneaking glances at her legs.

Jeffrey finally sat up, setting his book aside and glancing at Clarissa.

“We should head back soon.”

Clarissa turned her head. “To get ready?”

“To talk,” he said, then looked at Jake. “You’re welcome to come with us.”

Jake froze, his lips parting slightly before he could say anything. His eyes flicked between the two of them.

Clarissa didn’t rush in to explain. She didn’t soften the offer. She just waited.

Jake cleared his throat. “To your room?”

Jeffrey’s voice stayed even. “If you’re interested. We don’t push. But we don’t pretend either.”

Jake sat up straighter, the reality of the moment setting in. “What would that... involve?”

Clarissa stood slowly, brushing sand from her calves, her expression unreadable. “That depends on what you’re capable of handling.”

Jeffrey leaned back again, folding his arms. “We’re not offering a threesome. Not tonight. That’s not what this is.”

Jake nodded slowly, eyes on Clarissa now. “So... what is it?”

“It’s a continuation,” she said. “Of this. Of what started today. If you come upstairs, you’ll sit with us. Talk with us. You might get touched again. You might touch back.”

Jeffrey added, “But nothing happens without her lead.”

Jake let out a small breath and nodded. “Okay.”

Clarissa gave a half smile. “Okay, or yes?”

“Yes. I want to.”

“Then let’s go.”

They walked without speaking, Clarissa in the middle, Jeffrey to her left, Jake to her right. The path to their suite wound past dimly lit gardens and quiet fountains, the buzz of resort nightlife starting to swell somewhere in the distance. Clarissa noticed the way Jake kept glancing at her fingers, like he was debating whether to take her hand. She didn’t offer it.

When they reached the elevator, Jeffrey swiped the key card and hit the button for the top floor. No one else was inside. The elevator rose in silence, the space between them small and full of heat. Clarissa’s arm brushed Jake’s once. He didn’t pull away.

Inside the suite, everything felt sharper. The lights were low. The sheets were still slightly rumpled from that morning. There were glasses on the nightstand, half-full. The scent of her perfume lingered in the air—vanilla and skin.

Jeffrey walked to the minibar and poured bourbon into two glasses.

Jake stayed near the door, hesitating.

“You can sit,” Clarissa said, nodding to the armchair near the window.

Jake obeyed, visibly trying to play it cool. He sat on the edge, legs apart, hands on his knees.

Jeffrey handed him a glass. “Drink?”

Jake accepted it with a nod. “Thanks.”

Clarissa didn’t sit. She walked instead to the sliding balcony door and pulled the curtain halfway, letting in the soft glow of the resort lights below. The air inside was cooler now, the suite’s quiet a sharp contrast to the chaotic noise of the pool deck.

She turned toward them and leaned against the glass.

Jake took a sip and cleared his throat again. “So... what do I do?”

“You wait,” she said.

Jeffrey stepped in. “You pay attention.”

Jake met his eyes and held the look for just a second longer than before.

Clarissa crossed the room and sat at the edge of the bed. “And you remember whose room you’re in.”

Jake nodded slowly. “I’m starting to.”

Jeffrey didn’t smile. He just lifted his glass and said, “Good.”
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Jake’s glass was nearly empty by the time he stopped shifting in his seat. His legs had relaxed slightly, his shoulders dropped just enough to show he was starting to settle into the space. But his eyes never left Clarissa. Not when she stood. Not when she moved. Not when she sat again at the foot of the bed, her back straight, one leg folded under the other.

Jeffrey stayed leaned against the wall near the minibar, his own drink untouched. He watched both of them without interfering, quiet and calm but completely locked in. He wasn’t just a bystander. He was the frame around the whole picture.

Clarissa reached behind herself and undid her bikini top. The straps slipped from her shoulders, and she let the fabric fall away slowly before dropping it to the side. Her breasts were bare now, full and flushed, nipples already hard from anticipation or power—it didn’t really matter which.

Jake sat straighter, his eyes wide. He didn’t speak.

Clarissa tilted her head. “You’ve been staring all day. You don’t need to hold back now.”

Jake cleared his throat. “You’re... incredible.”

“Say what you mean.”

“You’re fucking beautiful.”

Jeffrey stayed quiet.

Clarissa stood again and walked to where Jake sat. She didn’t hesitate. She stepped between his knees and placed her hands on the tops of his thighs. He didn’t touch her back. He wasn’t sure if he was allowed. She liked that tension.

She leaned in just far enough that her breasts hovered inches from his chest. “You want to touch me?”

Jake’s voice was low. “Yeah.”

She looked over at Jeffrey. “Still with me?”

“Always.”

Clarissa reached for Jake’s hands and placed them gently on her waist. “Don’t move them anywhere else unless I say.”

Jake nodded, breath shallow. “Okay.”

Her skin was warm beneath his fingers, soft but electric. Clarissa kept her eyes on his as she slowly sat down on his lap, straddling him, her knees on either side of the chair. She didn’t grind. She didn’t even shift. She just let herself settle there, chest to chest, inches from his mouth.

“You’re hard already,” she whispered.

He swallowed. “You’ve been doing that to me all day.”

She reached between them and pressed her palm against the bulge in his shorts. He exhaled sharply, his grip tightening slightly on her waist before he caught himself.

“You like being touched in front of him?” he asked.

“I like knowing he’s watching me make you ache.”

Jake nodded slowly. “It’s working.”

Clarissa leaned in, her lips brushing his but not meeting them. “Do you want to kiss me?”

“Yes.”

She turned her head slightly and whispered into his ear instead. “You’ll have to wait for that.”

Her hand slid along his thigh, slow and deliberate. Her mouth grazed his jawline, then his neck. She didn’t suck. Didn’t leave a mark. But she let her breath hit his skin as she pulled away and looked down at him.

“You’re not in control here,” she said.

Jake nodded. “I know.”

Jeffrey took a slow sip from his glass. “You're doing fine.”

Clarissa glanced back at her husband and smiled, then turned to Jake again. “Now you’re going to sit here, keep your hands exactly where they are, and let me use you until I’m satisfied.”

Jake’s voice cracked. “What does that mean?”

“It means don’t come.”

She began to roll her hips gently against him, her body still mostly bare, her bikini bottoms the only thing between them. The friction was slow, focused, precise. Jake tensed under her, his breath ragged already, his fingers trembling against her sides. Clarissa kept her eyes on his face, watching the effect of every movement, every shift.

Across the room, Jeffrey didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. His silence was part of the structure. He had given this moment shape, and now he was watching what they built.

Clarissa leaned in close again. “Still good?”

Jake’s jaw was clenched. “Barely.”

“Then you’re doing it right.”
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Jake was sweating. Not from heat. Not from the bourbon. From the way Clarissa’s body moved against his, slow and relentless, her breath close enough to fog his thoughts but never giving him what he wanted. She rocked her hips with expert control, using every inch of her body as leverage. Her breasts brushed his chest. Her thighs bracketed his. Her hands stayed light on his shoulders, not holding him, just reminding him who was above him.

He kept his hands on her waist, exactly where she had placed them. But she could feel his fingers twitching, his restraint beginning to crack.

“Breathe,” she whispered into his ear.

“I’m trying.”

“You don’t get to finish. Not unless I say. Understand?”

He nodded, jaw tight. “Yeah.”

She could feel the tension in his thighs, the heat radiating through his shorts. He was close, far too close. Every subtle grind of her hips made it worse for him. She wasn’t rushing. She was letting the pressure build slowly, layering it, minute by minute, until it got unbearable.

Jeffrey hadn’t moved from the wall. His eyes tracked every inch of her body, every gasp Jake tried to swallow. Clarissa didn’t need his approval in this moment. But knowing he was there made her bolder. She wanted him to see her like this—commanding, in control, unafraid of the power she held.

Jake groaned softly. “Fuck, Clarissa... please.”

“Please what?”

“I can’t... I’m right there.”

“I didn’t give you permission.”

“I know.”

She stilled her hips and looked him directly in the eyes. “If you come, you don’t get invited back.”

Jake nodded quickly, desperate. “I won’t. I swear.”

She smiled. “Good.”

Then she started again—slow circles, dragging her weight across him with precision. His hands clenched at her sides, fingertips digging into her skin, but still he held back. Clarissa kissed his neck, just under his jawline, then pulled back enough to meet his eyes again.

“You’ve never had to wait for it, have you?”

Jake’s breath was shallow. “Not like this.”

“You like the edge?”

“I hate it.”

She tilted her hips, grinding down harder for just a few seconds, then stopped completely. Jake let out a strangled sound somewhere between a growl and a moan.

Clarissa climbed off of him.

Jake blinked, breathless, confused. “Wait, what⁠—?”

“I said don’t come. That means I stop when I want.”

He leaned forward, still hard, flushed, barely holding on to composure. “You can’t just leave me like this.”

“I just did.”

Jake looked at Jeffrey for the first time since she’d climbed on top of him, as if asking for backup. But Jeffrey didn’t say anything. He simply sipped from his glass and watched his wife.

Clarissa walked to the dresser, opened a drawer, and pulled out a loose shirt. She pulled it over her head, covering her chest, then turned around and faced Jake again.

“You did better than I thought,” she said. “But not perfect.”

Jake rubbed his hands over his face, still flushed. “Jesus.”

“Go take a cold shower.”

He looked between them, still trying to figure out what the rules were. But Clarissa had already turned her back to him and walked toward the balcony. She slid the door open and stepped outside, letting the breeze cool her skin. Behind her, she heard Jake get up, adjust himself, and mumble something to Jeffrey before quietly letting himself out.

She didn’t turn around.

Jeffrey joined her at the railing a few moments later.

“You’ve created a monster,” she said.

Jeffrey stepped behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. “No. You’ve just stopped pretending you weren’t one.”
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Clarissa stayed on the balcony for a few minutes after Jake left, her hands gripping the metal railing as the warm breeze washed over her. The sounds of the resort below were distant and muffled—music from a live band, the occasional burst of laughter, the hum of nightlife settling into rhythm. But inside the suite, everything had gone quiet again.

She didn’t regret a second of what had happened. Not the tease. Not the denial. Not even the way Jake had stumbled out, still hard and speechless. That had been for her. For her control. Her pleasure. But now she needed something else—something only one man could give her.

She turned and walked back inside.

Jeffrey was standing by the minibar, still holding his drink, though it had gone untouched since before she climbed onto Jake’s lap. He watched her silently as she crossed the room, her loose shirt hitting mid-thigh, her skin still glowing with the flush of dominance. She didn’t speak right away. Neither did he.

Clarissa stepped right up to him and took the glass from his hand. She set it aside and reached for the hem of her shirt, pulling it off in one motion and tossing it to the floor. She stood in front of him fully nude, no pretense, no act. Just heat.

“I’m not asking for permission anymore,” she said.

Jeffrey reached out and brushed a knuckle along her jaw. “I was never going to hold you back.”

“Good.”

She pushed him gently but firmly toward the bed. He moved without question, sitting on the edge as she climbed into his lap and straddled him just like she had with Jake. But the energy was different. There was no test here. No barrier to push through. This wasn’t about tension.

This was release.

Clarissa leaned forward and kissed him, deep and full. Her hands tangled in his hair, her hips already shifting against him. He was already hard. She could feel it through his clothes. She reached between them and unfastened his shorts, sliding his cock free and positioning herself above him.

“You let me tease another man,” she said against his lips.

“I loved every second of it.”

“And now I’m going to ride my husband until he forgets his name.”

Jeffrey grinned. “You always were the dangerous one.”

She sank down on him in one slow, deliberate motion. They both groaned—his head falling back, her hands bracing against his chest. The stretch was familiar, grounding. The weight of his hands on her hips made her feel claimed without being tamed. She began to move, hips rolling with purpose, no hesitation.

Clarissa didn’t ask if this turned him on. She already knew.

She rode him hard, nails dragging down his chest, her breath hot against his neck. He matched her rhythm, fingers digging into her waist, eyes locked on hers. There was no performance now. No fantasy to juggle. Just two people colliding with everything they had, all the boundaries already gone.

“I want you like this,” she said, panting between thrusts. “After every time. Every man. I want you to fuck me like you’re the only one who knows how.”

“I am the only one who knows how.”

“Then prove it.”

He flipped her onto her back and drove into her harder, deeper, his body pressing hers into the mattress. She wrapped her legs around him and pulled him in tighter. Their breath came fast and rough, sweat slicking their skin, the room echoing with the sound of skin against skin and the sharp edge of her moans.

When she came, it hit like a wave breaking—sharp, powerful, undeniable. She didn’t try to muffle it. She wanted him to hear it, to feel it, to own it. Jeffrey followed seconds later, burying his face in her neck as his release tore through him.

They stayed tangled together for a long time afterward, neither speaking. Clarissa ran her fingers through his hair, still catching her breath. Jeffrey’s hand rested on her stomach, warm and steady.

“I didn’t think it would feel like this,” she said quietly.

“Like what?”

“Like coming home.”


CHAPTER SEVEN




The suite was dark except for the warm glow of a bedside lamp, the air still heavy with the scent of sweat, skin, and tequila. Clarissa lay stretched across the bed, half under the sheet, her body still humming with the aftershock of what they’d just done. Her chest rose and fell in slow rhythm, her legs tangled with Jeffrey’s, her fingers trailing lazy circles on his shoulder.

Neither of them spoke for several minutes. It wasn’t awkward. It was earned silence—the kind that followed something raw and real.

Jeffrey was the first to break it.

“You’re quiet.”

Clarissa smiled without looking at him. “I’m thinking.”

He ran his hand along the curve of her hip. “About him?”

“No.” She turned her head. “About me.”

Jeffrey shifted, propping himself up on one elbow. “Tell me.”

Clarissa exhaled slowly, her lips brushing the back of her hand before she dropped it to the mattress. “I didn’t expect this to feel so... natural. So easy. Not just the sex. The whole thing. The control. The pacing. Even the tension.”

“It’s more than what we imagined, isn’t it?”

“Way more.”

Jeffrey nodded, eyes on her mouth. “I’ve never been more attracted to you.”

Clarissa smiled, but it wasn’t playful. “I know. I could feel it.”

She sat up and pulled the sheet with her, not to cover herself, but just to give her hands something to hold while she talked. She stared straight ahead, toward the sliding door and the dark horizon beyond it.

“I don’t want to stop this,” she said. “But I also don’t want it to be a one-off thrill. I don’t want this to be some fantasy we burn out in a month and pretend didn’t change everything.”

Jeffrey sat up too, mirroring her. “It already changed everything.”

“Exactly,” she said. “So let’s stop pretending I’m just playing your game.”

Jeffrey blinked. “Okay.”

“I’m not your fantasy anymore,” she continued. “I’m not just doing this to make you hard. I’m doing this because it makes me feel powerful, because I love the way men look at me when they realize they’re not in control, and because I love the way you fuck me after they do.”

His voice dropped an octave. “Clarissa...”

She turned to face him, all of her bare and unflinching. “I don’t need your permission anymore. What I want is your partnership. I want your support. Your trust. And yes, your cock. But not your rules.”

Jeffrey didn’t speak for a moment. He just looked at her. Then he smiled slowly.

“You want to take the lead?”

“I already have.”

“And you want me to follow?”

“I want you beside me.”

Jeffrey nodded once. “Okay. Then let’s talk about the new rules.”

Clarissa leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “First, if we keep doing this, it’s not just about watching. I want you involved. That doesn’t mean group sex. But I want more of you in it. If I’m kissing someone, you’re watching. If I’m touching someone, you’re close. Not just afterward. During.”

Jeffrey looked intrigued, not surprised. “And Jake?”

“He was fine. Not great. Not awful. But not my speed. He didn’t push. He didn’t challenge me. He just waited to be told what to do.”

“That’s what you like, though. The control.”

“I like earning it. I don’t want men who give it up too easily. I want men who test me a little. I want tension. Jake wanted to please me. I want someone who wants to fuck me—and has to be taught how to get there.”

Jeffrey laughed, low and warm. “You’re terrifying in the best way.”

Clarissa gave him a look. “You’re still the only man who gets to finish inside me.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“I also want us to choose together,” she added. “I don’t want to wander into things. I want to know who we’re playing with. I want control over the setup. Not just attraction. Intent.”

“We’ll screen together,” he said. “No surprises. No randomness.”

“And no pretending it doesn’t turn you on,” she said. “I don’t want quiet husband in the corner. I want your voice in my ear while it’s happening.”

Jeffrey moved closer, his hand on her thigh now. “You want me talking to you while another man’s inside you?”

“I want you reminding me whose pussy it is.”

He was hard again, and she could feel it. Clarissa leaned back on her hands, legs parted slightly, posture open and deliberate.

“Then you better keep up, babe,” she said. “Because I’m just getting started.”
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The morning sun poured into the suite, filling it with the soft glow of possibility. Clarissa stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows, her robe loose and open just enough to suggest she didn’t care who saw. Her hair was still tousled from the night before, and her bare legs carried the faintest marks of Jeffrey’s hands. She sipped her coffee slowly, her mind already shifting gears.

Jeffrey was at the table, tablet in hand, eyes scanning the resort’s private guest portal. The interface was sleek, subtle, and specifically coded for discretion. What looked like a basic social calendar on the surface opened up—if you knew the right passphrases—into a layered app of “private mixers,” “open-minded meetups,” and invitation-only events. Most people wouldn’t even realize what they were scrolling past. But Clarissa and Jeffrey weren’t most people anymore.

Clarissa turned from the window. “Anything good?”

Jeffrey looked up. “A few profiles with potential. A lot of noise.”

Clarissa walked over and leaned on the back of his chair, looking over his shoulder at the screen. The profiles were clean—headshots, body shots, short bios, a few bold lines tucked between polite language. Some were single men. A few were couples. And then there were the discreet avatars—those who didn’t post faces, just words and promises.

Clarissa tilted her head. “That one. He’s hot. Who is he?”

Jeffrey tapped into the profile. “Thirty-eight. From Boston. Divorced. Works in finance. Been to the resort three times. Lists his interests as deep conversation, shared control, and body worship.”

She smirked. “Body worship, huh?”

“Yeah. But he’s been offline for two days.”

“Probably not worth the energy,” she said. “I’m not chasing ghosts.”

Jeffrey scrolled again. “This guy’s new. No activity history, but he’s listed as open to couples, and his profile is... detailed.”

Clarissa leaned closer. The man’s name was listed as “Evan.” His face was visible—mid-forties, dark hair with a little gray, strong jawline, intelligent eyes. His bio didn’t flirt. It provoked. A few lines stood out immediately:

I don’t beg. I engage. I don’t chase. I attract.

I don’t just want to be inside you—I want to be in your head while I am.

Clarissa raised an eyebrow. “Well... hello.”

Jeffrey grinned. “Exactly your speed?”

“Maybe. If he’s not full of shit.”

Jeffrey tapped again, pulling up his recent activity. “He RSVP’d to the rooftop bar mixer tonight. Nine o’clock. Private area. Limited list.”

Clarissa walked back toward the window, sipping her coffee. “If he’s there, I’ll know in five minutes whether he’s worth anything.”

Jeffrey stood and joined her. “You want to meet him together?”

She nodded. “Yes. But let me lead the conversation.”

“Of course.”

“I want to feel his rhythm. I want to know if he can take a joke, take a hit, take a flirt without unraveling.”

Jeffrey ran his hands up her sides. “And if he can?”

“Then maybe I’ll let him make me unravel.”

They stood quietly for a moment, watching the ocean roll beyond the balcony. The whole day stretched ahead of them, but it wasn’t idle time. It was anticipation. Clarissa felt the burn building again—not from sex, but from the setup. She loved the edge. The planning. The pursuit.

She turned and kissed Jeffrey, long and slow.

“I want to be the one who picks now,” she said.

“You are.”

“No hesitation. No soft landings. If we do this again, I want it bold. I want it messy. And I want you close enough to feel it.”

Jeffrey gripped her hips. “I’ll be there. Every second of it.”

“Good,” she said. “Because I’m not just looking for sex.”

“What are you looking for?”

“I want someone who knows how to look at me without asking for permission.”

Jeffrey paused. “And who still respects that it’s my name you moan when it’s over.”

Clarissa smiled. “Exactly.”

She stepped back, the robe falling from her shoulders, bare skin glowing in the light. She didn’t cover up. She just walked to the bathroom and called back over her shoulder.

“Let’s go have breakfast. I need energy for tonight.”
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The rooftop lounge was bathed in golden light from overhead lanterns strung across wood beams, flickering against the deepening blue of the ocean beyond. Soft house music pulsed under the murmur of voices and clinking glasses. The crowd was small, curated, intentional. No loud laughter. No sloppy dancing. Just heat and suggestion humming in the air.

Clarissa stepped onto the rooftop in a black slip dress that hugged her like liquid. It skimmed her thighs when she walked and shimmered subtly in the light. She wore no bra, no jewelry, no pretense. Her hair was loose, her heels high. Confidence clung to her like perfume.

Jeffrey was beside her, clean-shaven and sharp in a short-sleeve button-down and fitted pants. He didn’t touch her. He didn’t need to. Their connection was so obvious it didn’t require hand-holding. They moved like a unit—equals in intention, different in expression.

The hostess at the top of the stairs gave them a polite smile. “Welcome. Your name?”

Jeffrey responded. “Jeffrey and Clarissa.”

“Ah. Yes.” She checked a tablet, then nodded. “You’re on the reserved list. Open seating, but the back cabanas are more private.”

They stepped into the space slowly, scanning. The seating was arranged in layers—barstools near the edge, low couches in clusters, small private booths recessed into alcoves. Everyone was beautiful. Everyone knew why they were there.

Clarissa leaned close. “You see him?”

Jeffrey nodded toward the far corner, where a man sat alone with a drink, one ankle crossed over his knee. He was older than Jake. More composed. He wasn’t scrolling his phone. Wasn’t trying to be seen. He was just... there. Still. Aware. Watching.

Clarissa studied him for a moment. Dark button-up. Gray at the temples. Strong hands. His posture said he was comfortable. His eyes said he was calculating.

They walked straight toward him.

He looked up as they approached, and his face broke into a slow, deliberate smile. He stood and offered a hand—not to Jeffrey, but to her first.

“Clarissa,” he said. “You’re even more stunning in person.”

She accepted his hand, firm grip, no hesitation. “You must be Evan.”

He turned and shook Jeffrey’s hand next. “Thanks for coming up. I wasn’t sure if I’d get the chance to meet you both.”

Jeffrey smiled politely. “We’re here for a reason.”

They sat—Clarissa in the center of the curved couch, Jeffrey to her left, Evan to her right. The waiter appeared quickly, and Clarissa ordered bourbon neat. Evan ordered the same. Jeffrey stuck to club soda, eyes sharp and fully sober.

The small talk was brief, clean, deliberate. Just enough to establish that Evan had been here before, that he wasn’t new to this kind of setup, that he understood what “open-minded” actually meant. Clarissa watched him carefully. The way he held eye contact. The way he didn’t shift away when her leg touched his under the table. The way he asked Jeffrey questions as often as he asked her.

Evan turned toward her, his voice calm but certain. “You’re not playing a role. That’s obvious.”

“I don’t like roles,” Clarissa said. “They’re lazy.”

“And the last guy?” Evan asked. “Was he lazy?”

“He was... compliant.”

Evan’s eyes flicked to Jeffrey. “You like her like this?”

Jeffrey didn’t miss a beat. “I like her most when she’s exactly herself.”

Clarissa sipped her drink, letting the silence stretch just long enough to be felt. Then she turned fully toward Evan, crossing one leg over the other slowly.

“You don’t seem intimidated.”

“I’m not.”

“You’re surrounded by couples, and you don’t flinch.”

“I’m not here to compete.”

“What are you here for?”

“To find out if your hunger matches your power.”

Clarissa’s expression didn’t change, but her body shifted—just a tilt of the chin, a narrowing of the eyes. Interest, not approval.

“Say more.”

Evan leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees. “You have control. But that’s not enough for you. You want someone who pushes back just enough to make the control worth keeping. You want resistance. Not rebellion. Pressure. Not chaos. You want to feel earned.”

Clarissa didn’t reply right away. She just watched him.

Jeffrey spoke, voice low. “He’s not wrong.”

Evan turned to him. “I’m not trying to take anything from you.”

“You couldn’t,” Jeffrey said.

Clarissa finally smiled. “Okay.”

Evan raised his glass. “Okay, what?”

“You’re worth the rest of the drink.”

She took another sip and turned her body slightly toward him on the couch, her knee brushing his. He didn’t move away.

“I’m not inviting you back to our suite,” she said. “Not tonight.”

“I didn’t ask.”

“You didn’t have to. That’s why I’m still sitting here.”

Evan looked between them both. “You want to see what I look like when I’m watching you.”

Clarissa nodded. “Eventually. But first I want to hear what you sound like when I make you wait.”

He smiled. “I can be very quiet when I want something badly enough.”

“Then maybe we’ll see how quiet you can stay,” she said. “Tomorrow. If I still want to hear you.”

Jeffrey leaned back, satisfied. “Sounds like a promising start.”

They finished their drinks with no rush, the silence no longer tense but charged. Clarissa didn’t touch Evan again. She didn’t need to. When they stood to leave, Evan didn’t ask for a room number or a message. He just nodded once, as if understanding the terms without needing them spoken again.

[image: ]


Back in the suite, Clarissa stepped out of her heels and walked barefoot across the cool tile. The silence between her and Jeffrey wasn’t awkward. It was loaded. Not with tension—something deeper. Possibility. Approval. Even admiration. She felt wired, awake in a way that no cocktail could explain. Her skin still buzzed from the rooftop encounter, though Evan hadn’t laid a single hand on her.

Jeffrey poured a drink at the minibar without asking. Bourbon, neat. Just one glass. He handed it to her and sat on the arm of the couch, waiting.

Clarissa took a long sip, then dropped onto the bed without grace. Her dress rode up her thighs, and she didn’t fix it.

“I like him,” she said.

Jeffrey nodded. “I could tell.”

“He didn’t flinch when I got sharp. Didn’t try to charm me, didn’t shrink. He let me take the lead, but he didn’t crawl behind me either.”

“He watched you like he already knew how you’d move.”

Clarissa turned her head to look at him. “Exactly.”

Jeffrey leaned forward. “Is he the one you want to bring in?”

“I don’t know yet,” she said. “But I want to test him.”

“What does that mean?”

“I want to see what he does with denial. With not being chosen. I want to flirt with someone else in front of him and see if he gets petty... or patient.”

Jeffrey smiled slightly. “You really like edge cases, don’t you?”

“I like clarity,” she said. “I like knowing what people are made of before I let them inside anything.”

Jeffrey stood and came to sit beside her on the bed. “And what if he passes?”

“Then we invite him in,” she said. “Together. I don’t want it to just be my show. I want him to know this isn’t about him getting access to me—it’s about him being allowed into us.”

Jeffrey ran a hand over her thigh. “You’re ruthless.”

She looked at him. “I’m deliberate.”

He kissed her shoulder. “So tomorrow...?”

“Tomorrow I test him.”

Jeffrey stood again, walked to the balcony, and stared out into the night. “He’s going to be dangerous if he passes.”

Clarissa stretched out across the bed, one arm over her head. “Then you better be ready.”

“I’m always ready,” he said, not turning around.

She smiled. Not because she needed the reassurance.

But because she believed him.


CHAPTER EIGHT




The heat was different today. Not heavier, but sharper. It wrapped around Clarissa’s skin like a second layer, making her aware of every brush of fabric, every shift in the breeze. She wore a new bikini—smaller, darker, hung lower on her hips than anything she’d worn earlier in the trip. It wasn’t flashy. It was intentional. A message, not a costume.

Jeffrey sat under the umbrella, sunglasses on, book in hand, but he wasn’t reading. He didn’t have to. He knew what today was.

Clarissa walked toward the poolside bar without a word. She didn’t ask who was watching. She knew. Evan was here. Somewhere. He hadn’t texted. Hadn’t reached out. That was good. That meant he understood the game. He was letting her set the rules. Letting her light the fuse.

She slid onto the same barstool as before, letting her leg swing freely as she scanned the bottles, the bodies, the energy.

The bartender, a new one, younger, more tan than smooth, came over with a too-eager smile.

“Welcome back.”

Clarissa looked up at him. He wasn’t as polished as Jake. He didn’t need to be. She wasn’t here to choose. She was here to provoke.

“What’s your best tequila?” she asked.

He grinned. “Depends. You looking for smooth or dangerous?”

Clarissa smirked. “Surprise me.”

He moved to make the drink. Clarissa leaned on the bar, elbow propped, fingers tracing the edge of her glass. She felt the eyes before she saw him. Evan had taken a seat two rows of loungers behind her. Alone. Reading. Legs stretched out like he had all the time in the world. He hadn’t waved. Hadn’t even acknowledged her. Perfect.

The bartender returned, placing a tall glass in front of her. “Try this. House reposado, splash of lime, chili salt rim.”

She sipped, then nodded. “Dangerous.”

He chuckled. “Told you.”

She leaned forward slightly, enough for the neckline of her top to shift, to pull just enough. The bartender’s eyes flicked, and he caught himself. But not quickly enough.

Clarissa smiled, then tilted her head. “What’s your name?”

“Chris.”

“Well, Chris,” she said, dragging her finger around the rim of the glass, “what time do you get off?”

He blinked, caught between confusion and hope. “Uh—ten. Why?”

“Just curious if you’ll still be this charming without a name tag.”

He leaned in a little. “That depends. Will you still be this bold without tequila?”

Clarissa’s grin widened. She didn’t respond. She just sipped again and let the silence carry her message.

Behind her, Evan still hadn’t moved.

She turned on the stool slightly, angling her body just enough to show both men—the bartender in front of her, Evan in the distance—that she knew exactly what she was doing.

Jeffrey sat just within view as well. Not close enough to interfere, but close enough to feel the shift. His posture hadn’t changed. But his hands were no longer on the book.

Chris cleared his throat. “You here with someone?”

Clarissa nodded. “With my husband.”

“Ah.” He looked away, awkwardly. “Well, lucky guy.”

Clarissa tilted her head again. “He thinks so.”

“And he lets you just...?”

“He doesn’t let me do anything,” she said. “He enjoys what I choose to do.”

Chris laughed nervously, still unsure if he was being invited or warned.

Clarissa finished the drink, stood slowly, and stepped around the bar. She didn’t touch Chris. Just leaned in and whispered, “I liked the drink.”

Then she turned and walked back toward the loungers.

She didn’t look at Evan.

Not yet.

She passed him on the way back, and as she did, she let one hand graze his shoulder. Barely a touch. Barely contact. But it was enough. He didn’t flinch. Didn’t call out. He just turned the page of his book.

Back at her lounger, Jeffrey looked up at her.

“How’d he do?”

Clarissa adjusted her bikini bottom, tugging it higher on one hip, then lay down beside him.

“He stayed put,” she said. “Didn’t blink.”

Jeffrey nodded. “So, he passed.”

“No,” Clarissa said, pulling her sunglasses down. “He qualified.”

Jeffrey turned his head, smiling. “What’s the difference?”

Clarissa stretched her arms overhead and let the sun find her.

“Passing means he’s in. Qualifying means... now I see what he’s capable of.”

Jeffrey ran a hand along her thigh. “You ready for that?”

She didn’t answer right away. Then, with a sly smile behind her shades:

“Not yet. But soon.”
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The suite was quiet when Clarissa returned from the pool. She stepped out of her sandals just inside the door and walked barefoot across the tile, her bikini still clinging damp to her body. Her skin carried the scent of sunblock and pool chlorine, but underneath it all was the trace of arousal—the kind that simmered low and constant after a victory. She didn’t feel rushed. She felt ready.

Jeffrey was out on the balcony, one leg up on the ledge, glass of wine in hand. He wasn’t scrolling through his tablet or looking at anything specific. He was just there, relaxed and waiting. She stood behind him for a few moments, watching him in profile, the way the fading light touched his cheekbone and jaw. He didn’t turn, but he knew she was there.

“He saw all of it,” he said.

“I know,” Clarissa replied, voice steady. “He didn’t blink.”

She crossed to the minibar and poured herself a drink—bourbon, neat. No mixer, no ice. The glass clinked as she set it on the counter. She took a sip, then glanced over at Jeffrey.

“I liked that he didn’t flinch.”

Jeffrey turned his head toward her. “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

“I needed it. If he couldn’t sit through that, he wasn’t worth the next step.”

Clarissa leaned on the counter, thinking through the conversation she was about to start. The moment wasn’t sexual—it was strategic. She wasn’t trying to get off. She was trying to assess. The poolside flirtation had been real, but it wasn’t random. It was designed to provoke. Now it was time to move the game forward.

She picked up her phone and opened the resort’s discreet guest messaging system. It had the bland interface of a corporate scheduling app, but everyone who used it knew what it really was—a private portal for arrangement, flirtation, and invitation. Evan’s profile was online.

She typed:

Clarissa: You were good today. You watched. You waited. You didn’t interfere.

The response bubble appeared after a moment, then vanished, then came back.

Evan: You were magnificent. And deliberate. I know what I saw.

Clarissa’s fingers hovered over the screen before she typed again:

Clarissa: Not many men would have handled it. Most either interrupt or disappear.

Evan: I was exactly where you needed me to be.

Clarissa: Meet me at the Red Palm Lounge. Side patio. 8:30. Alone.

Another pause.

Evan: I’ll be there. I understand what this is.

She locked the screen and turned back toward the balcony. “He’s coming.”

Jeffrey stepped back into the room and set his glass down. “You want backup?”

“Not tonight. This is between me and him. I need to see what he does when he’s in my space.”

“You’re not planning to fuck him.”

“No. I’m planning to push him.”

Clarissa disappeared into the bathroom without another word. The water ran briefly. She reappeared fifteen minutes later, wearing a beige dress that clung to her hips and dipped low across her chest. No bra. No earrings. Just a thin chain around her neck and a darker-than-usual lipstick. Her hair was pinned up at the back, but deliberately loose enough to fall if she wanted it to. She didn’t look flashy. She looked like she’d already decided how the night would end.

Jeffrey gave her a long look as she grabbed her clutch. “You look like someone who doesn’t need a second drink.”

Clarissa met his gaze. “I only need one answer.”

At 8:29, she stepped into the Red Palm Lounge. The lights were low, the décor upscale but warm—plush seating, dark wood, golden lamps that cast just enough shadow. The side patio was separated from the main bar by a set of gauzy curtains. Not entirely private, but enough to create the illusion. Evan was already there.

He stood when he saw her, drink in hand. No show. No smug grin. Just calm presence. She liked that. He pulled out the chair opposite him and waited for her to sit. She let him.

He didn’t speak first. Neither did she. The waiter approached, but Clarissa waved him off. She didn’t want to drink. She wanted control.

“You handled yourself today,” she said.

Evan didn’t rush to thank her. “I’ve seen games like that before. But not played that well.”

“It wasn’t a game,” Clarissa replied. “It was a measurement.”

“I know.”

She tilted her head. “And you knew not to speak to me afterward. Why?”

“Because you hadn’t decided what came next yet. That wasn’t my role to ask.”

Clarissa leaned back slightly. She noticed the way Evan’s eyes stayed at her eye level, didn’t dip down to her chest even once. Not because he wasn’t interested—but because he understood the stakes.

“You’re not here to seduce me,” she said.

“No,” Evan agreed. “I’m here to show you I can handle what you’re offering.”

Clarissa rested her arm along the back of the chair. “And what do you think that is?”

“Not just sex. Power. Velocity. Ownership of your own hunger.”

“That doesn’t scare you?”

“It excites me.”

Clarissa crossed her legs, slowly, letting the motion speak. She didn’t flirt. She tested.

“You think you’re ready to be close to that?”

“I think I’m disciplined enough to hold my position, even when the air burns.”

She studied him for several seconds. The line was good. Too good to be off-the-cuff. But he didn’t deliver it like a line. He delivered it like a promise.

“I’m not inviting you to touch me,” she said.

Evan nodded. “I’m not asking.”

“I’m not offering a show.”

“Then I’ll earn a view.”

“I’m not yours to claim.”

Evan’s voice didn’t waver. “You wouldn’t be interesting if you were.”

That made Clarissa pause. Not because she was uncertain. Because the bar had officially been raised.

She looked over her shoulder once, not to check for witnesses, but to mark the space. Then she turned back to Evan.

“You’ll wait,” she said.

“I’m patient.”

“You’ll behave.”

“I’m precise.”

“You’ll know your place.”

Evan leaned forward, voice low. “And when you decide to use me, I’ll already be ready.”

Clarissa rose from her chair.

He stood again, respectfully, hands at his sides.

She didn’t shake his hand. Didn’t offer a kiss. She simply said, “We’re not finished.”

And then she left.

She didn’t walk fast. She didn’t look back. She walked into the night knowing she had made her move—and that Evan had stayed exactly where she’d wanted him.

This wasn’t seduction. It was a setup.

And it was working.
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The next morning, Clarissa woke before Jeffrey. She didn’t move immediately. She lay there in the silence of the suite, her head resting against the pillow, staring at the ceiling with her thoughts sharp and ordered. The night with Evan hadn’t been electric or emotional. It had been calculated. And it had worked.

He’d shown up. Sat still. Spoke well. Said just enough to stay in the game and not a word more. She hadn’t touched him. Hadn’t needed to. But he had passed something important. The test wasn't just patience—it was posture. He understood how close he was allowed to get without getting burned. That was rare.

Jeffrey stirred beside her, shifting under the sheet. His hand grazed her hip, then paused.

“You didn’t wake me when you came back,” he said, voice rough with sleep.

“I didn’t need to.”

He rolled onto his back. “Was it good?”

“Clarifying,” she said.

She slid out of bed, not bothering to cover herself. She walked across the room to pour a glass of water, then stood by the balcony door, looking out at the ocean.

“I told him he didn’t get to touch me,” she said. “I told him this isn’t seduction. It’s structure.”

Jeffrey sat up, his tone more alert now. “And he accepted that?”

“He didn’t argue. He didn’t joke. He didn’t flirt. He understood.”

“Did he try to turn it on you?”

“No. He followed every cue.”

Jeffrey swung his legs over the side of the bed. “So what’s next?”

Clarissa turned to face him, water glass in hand. “I lay out the terms. In writing. Clearly. No mixed signals. No games. If he agrees, we plan the encounter. On our schedule. Our space. Our timeline.”

Jeffrey stood, came toward her, and took the glass from her hand to sip. “You’re taking this seriously.”

“I told you. This isn’t some fantasy anymore. It’s not kink. It’s practice. It’s control.”

“You want me involved in that conversation?”

Clarissa shook her head. “Not yet. You’ve already said yes. Now I’m making sure he says it exactly the way I need to hear it.”

She walked over to her phone, sat down on the edge of the bed, and opened the messaging app again. Evan’s profile was online.

She started typing:

Clarissa: I want to be clear.

You’re being considered. That doesn’t mean you’ve been chosen.

There are rules. They aren’t negotiable.

If you break them, you’re done. If you question them, you’re ignored.

She paused, then kept typing:

Rule 1: You don’t initiate physical contact. Ever.

Rule 2: You don’t speak unless spoken to or unless permission has been clearly granted.

Rule 3: You respond to my pace, not yours.

Rule 4: If I stop, you stop. No delay. No questions.

Rule 5: You don’t climax unless explicitly told you can. Even if you’re alone. Even if you’re watching.

She reread the message twice. It wasn’t cold. It was professional. This was a contract. She hit send.

The reply came within two minutes:

Evan: Acknowledged. Understood. Agreed.

If there are consequences for breaking the rules, I’ll accept them.

If there’s silence, I’ll earn my way back into sound.

Clarissa stared at the screen. She wasn’t smiling, but there was a satisfaction in her chest she hadn’t felt in a long time.

She set the phone down, stood, and walked toward the bathroom.

Jeffrey called after her. “So… what happens now?”

She stopped in the doorway and looked over her shoulder.

“Now we see if he’s smart enough to wait.”
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Clarissa sat at the small desk near the window, legs crossed, tablet in her lap. The air-conditioning ran soft in the background, just enough to muffle the noise from the pool below. She wasn’t writing. She was watching—reading and rereading the exchange with Evan from earlier that morning. He hadn’t sent another message. That was good. He understood the silence wasn’t an invitation to fill space. It was a test of discipline.

Jeffrey stepped out of the shower, towel around his waist, hair still damp. He looked over at her, then crossed the room to pour himself a glass of water. He drank slowly, eyes on her the whole time. When she finally glanced up from the tablet, he tilted his head.

“You’re deep in it.”

“I’m preparing.”

Jeffrey walked over and leaned against the dresser, arms crossed. “For what?”

“For the moment we move from concept to contact.”

“You think he’s ready?”

Clarissa set the tablet aside and stood. “It doesn’t matter if he is. What matters is whether we are.”

Jeffrey gave a short nod. “Fair.”

She stepped toward him, not touching him yet, just closing the space between them. “This only works if we’re solid.”

“We are.”

“I know,” she said. “But I want to make sure we’re not just aligned—I want to know we’re synchronized.”

He met her eyes, serious now. “What do you need from me?”

Clarissa didn’t answer right away. She pressed her palms to his chest and held them there, feeling the warmth of his skin, the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. Then she looked up at him.

“When it happens, I don’t want to worry about your expression. I don’t want to be reading your reactions while I’m managing his.”

“You won’t have to,” he said. “If I feel something, I’ll tell you before it even gets to that point.”

“And if I ask you to participate?”

“I’ll follow your lead.”

Clarissa stepped back and picked up her drink from the nightstand. “I don’t want to plan a show. This isn’t theater.”

“It’s not,” he said. “It’s us extending the bedroom.”

She liked that. It was a clean way to say something messy. Clarissa walked over to the dresser where he’d been standing and leaned against it now herself.

“So here’s how it’s going to go,” she said. “I’ll give Evan the green light. One night. One location. We’ll choose it. It’ll be private. Controlled. He’ll be told when to arrive and when to leave. No extra time. No lingering.”

Jeffrey nodded slowly. “And me?”

“You’ll be there. Present. Visible. But not passive. You’ll interact with me. Not with him.”

“You want me to touch you during it?”

“I want you to remind me who I belong to. But not by pulling me away. By being the center I come back to.”

Jeffrey walked toward her, closing the small gap between them. “You’ll come back to me no matter what.”

“I know,” she said, sliding her hands up his chest again. “But I want to feel it in the moment. Not just afterward.”

He bent down and kissed her—deeply this time, fully—and she responded instantly, her fingers curling into the towel around his waist. When the kiss broke, they were both breathing a little heavier.

“We’re ready,” he said.

Clarissa’s lips brushed his jaw as she whispered, “Then it’s time to let him know.”


CHAPTER NINE




Clarissa sat on the edge of the bed, one leg tucked under the other, the tablet resting across her thighs. She had read Evan’s last response three times already, and each time she reached the same conclusion: he was still waiting.

She didn’t want anticipation. She wanted obedience. Waiting was not the same as readiness. It was time to make that distinction clear.

Jeffrey was seated at the small dining table near the window, sipping sparkling water. He watched her without speaking, giving her space. He knew this part wasn’t for him. Not yet. He wouldn’t interfere with the process she was constructing—not until she invited him back into it.

Clarissa took a slow breath, tapped the screen, and opened the direct message thread with Evan.

She typed:

Clarissa: You’ve been patient. That’s step one.

Step two begins now.

One night. One location. You follow exactly. Deviate once, and you’re gone.

She paused. Not because she wasn’t sure—but because she wanted to make sure he would be. She tapped the return key and continued.

Date: Tomorrow.

Time: 9:00 p.m. sharp.

Location: Villa 6 – East Wing. You’ll knock once. No waiting. No pacing. No early arrival.\n\n> You will wear black. Plain. Clean. No fragrance. No jewelry.\n\n> You will bring nothing. You will leave with nothing.\n\n> When the door opens, you will step inside and wait just inside the threshold. I will approach you. You will not move unless instructed.\n\n> You will speak only when addressed. You will not touch. You will not undress. You will not initiate.\n\n> The encounter is mine to guide. Yours to experience. And his to witness.\n\n> If you can do this, respond with one word: Ready. Nothing else.\n\n> If you respond incorrectly, this thread ends permanently.

She read the message once more. It wasn’t cold. It was clinical. That mattered. She didn’t want him to feel special. She wanted him to feel directed. This wasn’t romantic. It was a protocol.

Jeffrey stood quietly and walked over to her. He didn’t ask to see the screen. He didn’t need to.

“You sure about tomorrow?” he asked.

“I am.”

“You want me inside the room the whole time?”

“Yes,” she said. “Visible. Present. But still mine.”

He nodded. “Then I’ll be exactly that.”

Clarissa turned the screen toward him, showing him the full message. He read it carefully, then met her eyes.

“He’s either in or he’s out now,” Jeffrey said.

“Good,” she replied. “That’s how it should be.”

She hit send.

The message vanished into the thread. The screen went still.

A full minute passed.

Then the reply came.

One word.

Ready

Clarissa exhaled once, slowly, and set the tablet down on the nightstand.

She stood, walked to the mirror, and studied herself.

“This won’t be performance,” she said aloud. “It’ll be precision.”

Jeffrey came up behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist, and kissed her neck.

“We’ve been building to this,” he said. “Now we see if he holds up.”

Clarissa looked at their reflection.

“No,” she said. “Now we see if I hold him there.”
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Villa 6 wasn’t the largest on the property, but it was the most private. Clarissa had selected it the moment she confirmed the next step with Evan. It sat at the far end of the east wing, a single-story corner unit with its own entrance and no adjoining rooms. There were no shared walls. No chance of surprise. No sounds that wouldn’t be intentional.

She stood in the center of the space, barefoot, wearing an oversized linen shirt. The room was quiet except for the soft hum of the air conditioning and the muffled roll of waves from the nearby shore. The furniture had been rearranged—couch pushed back, ottoman removed, coffee table replaced with a single padded bench. Lighting dimmed low. Lamps only. No overheads.

Jeffrey was in the bedroom, finishing the setup. He’d laid out a robe for Clarissa, folded carefully on the chair, and double-checked the backup keys, the water bottle, the scented oil. Nothing overpowering. Subtle, familiar. Something that kept the space grounded in comfort even while the situation stretched boundaries.

Clarissa walked slowly through the villa, checking everything. Every detail had purpose. Nothing was arbitrary. She’d cleared the surfaces—no distractions. No books. No artwork left askew. The space wasn’t sterile. It was intentional. That distinction mattered.

Jeffrey stepped out of the bedroom. He was dressed in dark, fitted clothes. Not formal, but clean. Neutral. He looked like exactly what he was—present, but not the focus. His role wasn’t to overpower. It was to support.

He glanced around. “You want to rehearse the entry again?”

“No,” Clarissa said. “I’ve walked through it enough in my head.”

She moved toward the front of the villa and stood near the door, then turned to face the entry space. She pictured Evan standing there, exactly where she’d instructed him to stop—just inside the door. Silent. Waiting. His posture would say everything.

Jeffrey stood at the far edge of the main room. “Where do you want me?”

“Seated on the chair. Angled, not centered. I want him to see you, but not feel watched.”

Jeffrey walked over and positioned the chair, then sat to test the sightlines. He nodded. “He won’t be able to ignore me, but he won’t know what to make of it. That’s good.”

Clarissa adjusted a lamp slightly to the left. Then again. It cast a warmer glow now—softer on the eyes. Less dramatic. She didn’t want it to look theatrical. She wanted it to feel controlled.

“This isn’t for him,” she said. “This setup is for me.”

Jeffrey looked at her directly. “I know.”

She stepped toward him and reached out, brushing his shirt collar into place. Her hands didn’t linger, but they were deliberate. The closeness wasn’t about affection. It was about grounding.

“If I look at you during it,” she said, “I need you to be still. Solid. No expressions unless I ask.”

“I can do that.”

“If I touch you⁠—”

“Then you touch me. You don’t need to explain.”

Clarissa nodded slowly, then stepped back.

They walked the room together once more. No words. Just presence.

Then she spoke again. “He’ll knock at 9. He won’t arrive early. If he does, we ignore it. He gets one chance to follow instructions.”

“And if he hesitates when the door opens?” Jeffrey asked.

“Then we close it.”

Jeffrey took a deep breath. “You ready for him to see you like this?”

Clarissa turned her head toward the mirror mounted above the dresser. She didn’t need to look at herself. She already knew what he’d see.

“I’m ready for him to see what he can’t touch,” she said. “And what he might never be allowed to.”

Jeffrey stepped beside her, close but not encroaching.

“We’re locked in,” he said.

Clarissa looked once more at the door, then at the bench she’d placed near it.

“Let’s see if he’s smart enough to stay on the edge.”
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At 8:58 p.m., Clarissa was seated at the edge of the bench. Her robe was loose but belted at the waist, showing a clean line of skin from collarbone to knee. Her legs were crossed, not casually, but with poise—calculated to suggest that every inch of her was owned, not offered.

The villa was silent except for the occasional whisper of the wind outside. The air smelled faintly of sandalwood and citrus, just enough to feel curated. Clarissa had lit one candle, placed far enough from the door that it would not be the first thing Evan saw, but close enough to soften the shadows.

Jeffrey was already seated, off to the left in the corner chair, one ankle resting over the other knee. His posture was relaxed, but his expression was unreadable. He was exactly what Clarissa needed him to be—anchor, not actor.

At 9:00 sharp, there was a single knock.

Clarissa didn’t move at first. She let the silence sit for a full five seconds. Not to punish—but to remind. Control would not be granted. It would be held.

Then she rose, crossed the floor barefoot, and opened the door.

Evan stood in the hallway.

Black shirt. Black slacks. No cologne. Empty hands. Hair neatly combed. Eyes locked on hers.

He said nothing.

Clarissa said nothing in return.

She stepped back, just far enough to allow space for him to enter.

He crossed the threshold, taking only two steps before stopping, exactly where she had told him to. Just inside. Shoulders back. Hands at his sides. His breathing was controlled, but not flat. He was alert, aware, and ready.

Clarissa closed the door behind him. The soft click of it shutting was louder than it needed to be.

She walked past him without speaking and returned to the bench.

Evan didn’t turn. Didn’t glance around. He kept his focus straight ahead.

Clarissa sat.

Jeffrey remained still in the corner, silent, his eyes watching the room—not Evan directly, but the frame they now existed within.

Clarissa let a full minute pass.

Then she spoke.

“You followed the instructions.”

Evan remained motionless. “Yes.”

Her tone didn’t change. “You’re not here to speak unless asked a question.”

He bowed his head slightly. “Understood.”

She rose again, stepped closer to him. Not touching. Just narrowing the space.

“You’re not in a room with two people,” she said. “You’re in a room with a woman and her witness. That distinction matters.”

“Yes,” he said. His voice was even, low. “It does.”

Clarissa circled him once, slowly, her bare feet soundless against the floor. When she stood behind him, she stopped and leaned in just close enough for him to feel her breath against the back of his neck.

“You’ve been eager,” she said. “But you haven’t been reckless. That’s rare.”

He remained still.

“I don’t reward effort,” she said. “I reward restraint.”

Evan’s jaw tensed for a moment, but he didn’t speak.

Clarissa moved back in front of him, taking her time. Her robe shifted as she moved, exposing more of one thigh. She didn’t adjust it. She let him see—but only as much as she chose.

“This room is mine,” she said. “Every sound, every movement, every breath. You’re not a guest. You’re a variable.”

She looked toward Jeffrey, locking eyes with him. “And he is the constant.”

Jeffrey remained seated, silent, perfectly composed.

Clarissa returned her gaze to Evan.

“If I say sit, you’ll sit. If I say nothing, you’ll wait. If I touch you, you’ll breathe. That’s it.”

Evan finally nodded once. No smile. No attempt at cleverness.

Clarissa studied him for a long moment, then turned and walked back to her bench.

She sat, crossing her legs slowly, settling into stillness.

“Good,” she said.

She didn’t tell him to move.

She didn’t need to.

Because control had already arrived—long before he had.
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Evan had been standing for seven minutes.

Clarissa had counted every second.

She remained seated on the bench, her legs crossed the opposite direction now, the robe still belted. She hadn’t spoken since the single word she’d offered after his arrival. Jeffrey hadn’t moved. The entire villa had settled into a charged, humming quiet.

Outside, wind rustled the hedges, and the surf rolled in regular intervals. Inside, there were only three people and a test none of them would name aloud.

Evan stood exactly where she’d told him to. His posture hadn’t sagged. His hands hadn’t shifted. But Clarissa could tell he was working to stay neutral. His breathing had a rhythm to it—slow, measured, not quite natural. That effort was its own confession.

She let her eyes trail up his frame. Shoulders square. Feet shoulder-width apart. Chin level. Good. But not perfect. She could sense the edges—tiny things. The way his fingers twitched once, almost imperceptibly. The way his jaw flexed when her robe shifted as she adjusted her seat.

Jeffrey hadn’t spoken either. He was doing exactly what she’d asked—watching her, not Evan. His eyes tracked her hands, the angle of her neck, the way her body relaxed or tensed in small increments. He wasn’t there to judge Evan. He was there to anchor Clarissa while she judged him herself.

Ten minutes.

Clarissa finally uncrossed her legs, slowly. The robe parted slightly as she moved, revealing more of her thigh and hip, but she didn’t adjust it. That would’ve implied it mattered.

She stood again.

Evan’s gaze didn’t flinch. He kept his eyes forward.

She walked toward him, slow and barefoot. Each step was intentional, though she made no effort to dramatize the moment. When she stopped two feet in front of him, she looked at his hands. They were steady, open at his sides. No fists. No twitching now.

“You’re quiet,” she said.

“Yes,” he replied.

“Still.”

“I’m trying.”

“Trying,” she echoed. “That’s the key word.”

He stayed silent.

Clarissa circled him again, the same way she had when he arrived, but slower this time. Her proximity tightened. Her breath grazed his neck. Her shoulder nearly brushed his sleeve.

“You’re warm,” she said. “Are you nervous?”

“Yes.”

She stopped behind him.

“Why?”

“Because I don’t know what’s coming.”

“You don’t need to.”

He didn’t respond.

Clarissa walked back to face him again and lifted her hand—just a few inches off her side. She didn’t touch him. But she moved her fingers close enough that he would feel the heat.

His lips parted slightly, but he caught himself before speaking.

“You want contact,” she said.

“I want permission,” he corrected.

Clarissa tilted her head, a slow, slight nod.

Better answer than she’d expected.

She walked away from him again, returning to the bench. When she sat, she turned toward Jeffrey this time.

“What do you see?” she asked him.

Jeffrey rested his chin on his hand. “A man who’s trying very hard not to ruin this.”

Clarissa looked back at Evan.

“Is he right?”

“Yes,” Evan said.

She leaned forward slightly. “You’re doing well. But don’t confuse this with progress. You’re not building anything yet. You’re surviving.”

Evan’s brow flickered, just once. Not quite pain. Not quite pride. Something closer to restraint cracking at the corners.

Clarissa stood again.

“You’re going to keep standing,” she said. “Until I say otherwise. There’s no time limit. There’s no promise. You’re here because I’m letting you be.”

He nodded once.

She walked back to him again, slower this time, and leaned in—not to touch, but to speak quietly, close to his ear.

“Make no mistake,” she said, voice low. “I’m not teasing you. I’m testing you. I don’t want you turned on. I want you off-balance.”

Then she stepped back again.

Jeffrey shifted slightly in his chair—not out of discomfort, but with anticipation.

Clarissa watched Evan's face closely.

Still, he stood.

Still, he said nothing.

[image: ]


Twenty minutes had passed since Evan entered the villa. He hadn’t moved. Clarissa hadn’t touched him. No part of her had softened. That was intentional.

Jeffrey remained seated in his chair, silent and composed. He had watched everything—Clarissa’s pacing, Evan’s stillness, the quiet standoff of dominance that hadn’t involved a single overt act. This wasn’t performance. It was pressure.

Clarissa stood again and stepped in front of Evan for the final time. He looked tired—not physically, but mentally taxed. The restraint in his posture had started to fray. His breath came in through his nose just a little faster now. He wasn’t broken. But he was cracked. Just enough.

She didn’t ask if he was okay. That wasn’t her role tonight.

She stood close to him, enough that their feet nearly touched. Her robe remained closed, belt still tied, body completely untouched. It had never been about the robe anyway.

“You did well,” she said. “You stayed.”

Evan nodded once. Not grateful. Not relieved. Just acknowledging.

“But you’re not owed anything for that,” she continued.

“I know.”

Clarissa watched his eyes for the flicker—disappointment, maybe. Hope that hadn’t been fully extinguished yet. But there was nothing overt. Just a tightening at the corner of his mouth.

She stepped back and crossed the room. When she reached the door, she opened it and held it wide.

Evan didn’t move right away.

Clarissa raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t say you could speak.”

He nodded and walked slowly toward the exit.

Just before stepping over the threshold, he turned his head slightly. Clarissa didn’t look at him. She kept her gaze straight ahead, her posture calm.

He stepped outside.

Clarissa closed the door.

Locked it.

She didn’t speak right away. She simply turned and leaned against the wood for a moment, taking a long, steady breath. She wasn’t flustered. She wasn’t turned on. She wasn’t even satisfied. What she felt was confirmed.

Jeffrey stood from his chair. “That was the right call.”

Clarissa looked up at him. “He needed to know that control doesn’t lead to reward. It is the reward.”

She walked back into the main space of the villa, untied the belt of her robe, and let it fall open. Her body was flushed, not from arousal, but from heat, presence, intensity. Jeffrey stepped toward her, close but not urgent.

“I want you to touch me,” she said. “Not because of what I did—but because I’m still mine.”

Jeffrey cupped her jaw gently, then leaned down and kissed her. Slowly. Deliberately.

“I watched you control everything tonight,” he said. “And nothing turned me on more.”

Clarissa pulled him in by the shirt, their bodies pressing together.

Outside, Evan walked back down the quiet path to his room. No kiss. No contact. No goodbye.

And he still didn’t know if there would be a next time.


CHAPTER TEN




The villa was quiet again. The door was locked. The candle had burned down to a low pool of wax. Outside, the breeze carried in the soft hush of waves, but inside, everything was still.

Clarissa stood near the center of the room, robe draped open, loosely hanging from her shoulders. She hadn’t moved to the bedroom yet. She hadn’t turned down the lights. She wasn’t done feeling it—the echo of control, the trace of presence that Evan had left behind when he walked out without a word.

Jeffrey stepped up behind her, arms slipping around her waist. He didn’t speak right away. His hands rested gently at her stomach, palms flat, not grabbing—just grounding her.

“How do you feel?” he asked, voice low against her ear.

“Clear,” she said.

He kissed the side of her neck. “He didn’t push.”

“No. And I didn’t give.”

She turned in his arms, pressing her body to his. Her hands slid under his shirt, over the curve of his lower back. She wasn’t rushing. She wasn’t riding adrenaline. This wasn’t the high after an event. It was the return after a decision.

“I didn’t do it for him,” she said. “And I didn’t do it to shock you. I needed to know how far I could take it without losing myself.”

“You didn’t lose anything,” Jeffrey said. “You gained ground.”

Clarissa leaned her forehead against his chest. “I didn’t know if that kind of power would pull me away from us. But it didn’t.”

Jeffrey cupped the back of her head, fingers threading gently through her hair. “It brought you back stronger.”

She pulled back just enough to look up at him.

“Tell me what it looked like,” she said.

“It looked like you were in complete control. He didn’t know where to put his hands. You never gave him a target. He was trying not to hope.”

Clarissa’s mouth curved slightly. “Good.”

They stood there for a few more moments, wrapped in the quiet. Then she took his hand and led him to the bedroom.

The robe slipped from her shoulders and fell to the floor.

She climbed onto the bed first, stretching out across the sheets. Jeffrey followed, settling beside her, not pouncing or claiming—just arriving. His hands moved slowly across her skin, tracing lines that had nothing to do with what she’d done hours before.

This was about them.

No games.

No roles.

Just weight and heat and truth.

Clarissa rolled on top of him and looked down into his eyes.

“You’re not watching anymore,” she said. “You’re part of it now.”

Jeffrey reached up and cupped her breast, fingers gentle but sure. “Then let’s rewrite the whole story together.”
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The light was soft when Clarissa opened her eyes.

The villa was still. No distant voices, no sound of doors opening or closing down the hall. Just the quiet breath of ocean wind curling under the edges of the balcony door, and the slow, steady rise and fall of Jeffrey’s chest beside her.

She didn’t move for a while. Her body was warm, muscles relaxed in ways they hadn’t been in weeks. Not from sex. From release—but not the kind people talk about out loud. The release of restraint. Of control carried out fully and then let go.

Jeffrey stirred beside her, his hand drifting across the sheets until he found her waist.

“You’re awake,” he murmured.

Clarissa nodded against the pillow. “Thinking.”

“Good or bad?”

“Neither,” she said. “Just different.”

He rolled onto his side, eyes still half-lidded. “You regret it?”

“No.” She said it without hesitation. “Not for a second.”

Jeffrey exhaled, deep and quiet. “Me neither.”

They lay there in the early light, saying nothing for several minutes. No rush to fill the air with noise or interpretation. The silence wasn’t avoidance—it was absorption.

Finally, Clarissa turned toward him. “I thought there’d be more guilt.”

“You didn’t cross a line,” he said. “You created one.”

Clarissa let that sit.

“That’s what this was, wasn’t it?” she said. “Not just about letting someone in. It was about building a frame—and testing if it held.”

“It did.”

“And we did.”

Jeffrey brushed a thumb along her hip. “You were so clear, Riss. Every look. Every word. There was never a moment where I wondered where I stood.”

“That mattered to me,” she said. “I didn’t want to lose us in the middle of chasing something else.”

“You didn’t,” he said. “You sharpened us.”

Clarissa sat up slowly, pulling her hair out of her face. “Do you want to do it again?”

Jeffrey didn’t answer right away. He watched her. Not with hunger. With calm.

“I want whatever keeps this,” he said. “This clarity. This trust.”

She nodded slowly. “So we don’t make it routine. We make it rare. Earned.”

“No rituals. No expectations. Just choice.”

Clarissa leaned down, kissed his shoulder, then rested her head there.

“Then we keep it ours,” she said.

“Always,” Jeffrey said.

Outside, the breeze picked up again.

The resort still hummed with secrets and possibilities, but inside the villa, there was no longer tension—just a balance they had built, together.
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Clarissa stood on the sun-drenched patio just outside the main resort lounge. Her suitcase was already packed and waiting with the bellhop. The shuttle to the airport would be there in ten minutes. Jeffrey had gone ahead to check them out. She needed one last moment—alone.

The resort grounds were quiet this early in the day. Most guests were still asleep, wrapped in late mornings and last-night hangovers. But not her. She was alert, clear-headed, grounded. Her body felt light. Not from leaving—but from finishing.

She sipped the last of her coffee and looked out over the pool deck. Lounge chairs neatly arranged. Towels folded. Everything reset.

Then she saw him.

Evan stood at the far end of the patio, near the edge of the garden path. He wasn’t walking toward her. He wasn’t trying to catch her eye. He was just standing still, hands in his pockets, looking out over the same view.

But he’d seen her. She knew that much.

Clarissa didn’t look away.

She didn’t smile. Didn’t wave.

She just held the eye contact for three long seconds.

Three seconds where everything lived—power, clarity, restraint, memory.

Evan didn’t nod. He didn’t flinch. But something in his posture shifted, almost like he exhaled without breathing.

That was all.

Clarissa turned, handed her empty cup to the passing attendant, and walked toward the shuttle.

As she reached the door, Jeffrey met her there, holding out her sunglasses.

“You good?” he asked.

Clarissa slipped them on.

“I’m perfect.”

They stepped into the shuttle, side by side, without looking back.

Evan remained where he was, quiet, still, and alone—exactly where he had been left.
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