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Chapter 1: The Ocean is a Metaphor for Bad Decisions

The ocean is a bully. I’d like to state that for the record. In brochures, the ocean is a sparkling, turquoise invitation to inner peace. In reality, it is a heavy, salty, relentless force that wants to wash my sinuses out with sand and humiliation.

I spit out a mouthful of the Pacific and pushed my hair out of my eyes. My hair is dark, heavy, and usually behaves itself, but right now it looked like a wet sea creature trying to eat my face.

"You're overthinking it, Tati!"

The voice came from about ten feet away, drifting effortlessly over the roar of the waves. It belonged to River. Of course his name was River. It was probably short for River of Eternal Sunshine and Abs.

I glared at him. Or I tried to. It’s hard to glare when you are straddling a foam surfboard that has the stability of a drunken toddler, wearing a bikini that is technically "sporty" but mostly just "tiny." It was a teal zip-front number that was criminally overpriced, but it made me look hot and actually stayed put when I did more than just lounge by the pool drinking. I had bought it specifically for this trip, along with a gym membership I had actually used for three months.

I’d done the squats. I’d done the lunges. I had endured a waxing appointment so comprehensive and painful that I’m pretty sure I revealed state secrets midway through. I was smooth, I was toned, and my skin, thanks to a Balkan grandmother who gifted me the ability to turn golden instead of lobster-red, was already glowing.

I looked good. I just wished I looked good standing up.

"I'm not overthinking!" I yelled back, my voice cracking as a small wave slapped me in the chest. "I'm analyzing the physics of my imminent death!"

River paddled over. He didn't splash. He just glided, like he had a treaty with the water. He sat up on his board, water sluicing off a chest that looked like it was carved out of wood. He was sickeningly handsome. Blond hair bleached white by the sun, eyes the color of sea glass, and a smile that suggested he had never paid a bill or suffered a cavity in his life.

"Physics is the problem," River said, grinning. He drifted closer, his board bumping gently against mine. "You're trying to negotiate with the wave. You have to feel it."

"I feel it," I snapped. "It feels wet."

He laughed. It was a rich, warm sound that I felt in my chest. "Okay, serious face now. You're popping up too slow. You’re hesitating."

"I’m cautious. I’m a project manager. Self-preservation is my love language."

"Here, the ocean calls the shots."

He reached out. His hand landed on my waist.

My brain, usually a frantic ticker-tape of anxieties and sarcastic comebacks, suddenly went offline. His skin was warm despite the cool water, his grip firm, rough-palmed, and calloused. It was an authoritative instructor’s touch but my body interpreted it as something entirely different.

A heat flared straight down from my ribs to the bikini bottom that was currently working overtime.

"Slide back a little," he instructed, his thumb pressing into the soft skin just above my hip bone. "You're too far forward. The nose is diving."

I shimmied back. The friction of skin against wet swimsuit and the shift of his fingers were distracting. No, it wasn’t distracting. It was devastating.

"Better," he murmured. He didn't let go.

I looked at him. He was looking at the horizon, watching the sets roll in, but his thumb was tracing a slow, absentminded circle on my waist. I wondered if he knew he was doing it. I wondered if he did it to everyone. I wondered if I could fake a cramp just so he’d have to carry me to shore like a majestic lifeguard romance novel cover.

Focus, Tati. You are a strong, confident woman. You can handle this.

"Okay," River said, his eyes snapping back to mine. The intensity in them hit me like a physical weight. "Big one coming. This is yours."

"It looks big," I said, eyeing the wall of water rising behind us. “Big is scary.”

"You can handle it. Don't think. Just paddle. When I shout, you pop. Do not look down." He squeezed my waist once, hard, and then shoved the tail of my board. "Go! Paddle, Tati! Dig!"

I dug. I paddled like I was escaping a shark with a subpoena. I felt the swell lift me, the sudden acceleration that usually preceded a face-plant. The energy of the ocean surged underneath the fiberglass.

"Up!" River roared from behind me. "Now!"

I didn't think. I didn't negotiate. I slammed my hands onto the board and threw my legs under me.

For a second, I was flying.

I stood. The wind rushed past my ears. The world tilted, blue and bright and fast. I felt powerful. I felt like a goddess of the sea.

I felt…

My left foot slipped. The goddess of the sea turned into a windmill of flailing limbs. I shrieked, a sound that was less 'siren' and more 'pterodactyl,' and plummeted off the side.

I hit the water hard. The ocean tumbled me like a sock in a washing machine, forcing water up my nose and sand into places that the expensive wax job was supposed to highlight, not exfoliate.

I surfaced, sputtering, coughing up saltwater.

"Are you okay?"

River was there instantly. He had ditched his board and was treading water right next to me. His wet hair was plastered to his forehead, and he looked genuinely concerned.

"I'm fine," I wheezed, wiping my eyes. "That was... graceful. I hope you got that on camera for the blooper reel."

He wasn't laughing this time. He reached out, his hand cupping the back of my neck to keep my head above the chop.

"You stood up," he said softly. "You actually had it."

"For a second."

"A second is all it takes."

We were bobbing in the swells, chest to chest. The water was deep here—I couldn't touch the bottom. I had to tread water, my legs tangling briefly with his.

The contact snapped through my nervous system, sharper this time.

He smelled like coconut wax and salt. His eyelashes were spiked with water, framing eyes that were suddenly very focused on my mouth.

The mood shifted. The bright, chaotic energy of the lesson evaporated, replaced by something thick and heavy. The sounds of the beach, of shouting kids and seagulls, faded into a dull hum.

"You have sand on your cheek," he said. He brushed his thumb across my cheekbone. His touch was incredibly gentle for a man who made his living fighting the ocean.

My lungs stalled. It was a traitorous, audible sound.

Oh god, I thought. Do not make out with the surf instructor. It is a cliché. It is a cheesy pop song waiting to happen. You are better than this.

I looked at his lips. They were chapped, pink, and slightly parted.

I am absolutely not better than this.

"River," I said. My voice was low, rough with salt.

"Yeah?" His gaze dropped to my lips, then back to my eyes. He drifted closer. The water pushed us together, my chest brushing against his hard pectorals.

"If I kiss you," I whispered, "do I still have to pay for the lesson?"

He grinned then, the slow, dangerous smile of a man who knows he’s won. He leaned in, his nose brushing mine, his breath hot against my wet skin. I closed my eyes, tilting my head back, ready to become just another entry in his summer memories.

Then he stopped.

"Not here," he murmured, his voice a low rumble that vibrated through the water and straight into my bones.

My eyes snapped open. "Rejection? Bold strategy."

"Smart strategy," he corrected, glancing toward the beach where a family of four was currently wrestling a giant inflatable flamingo. "The resort has a policy about fraternizing with guests. And everyone on that beach has a smartphone."

He wasn't saying no. He was talking practicalities. Kinda sexy from a guy like him.

"Come on," he said, grabbing the leash of my board. "Help me carry the gear back."

We waded out of the surf. Walking out of the ocean next to River was a humbling experience. He rose from the waves like Aquaman’s cooler younger brother, water cascading off muscles that looked functional, not just decorative. Meanwhile, I was picking a wedgie out of my bikini bottom and trying to walk with the casual grace of someone who hadn't just inhaled a gallon of plankton.

We walked up the hot sand in silence. The pull between us was a physical thing, like a static charge building before lightning strikes.

He led me past the towel stand, past the rinsing showers, and straight to the equipment shack. It was a weathered wooden structure tucked behind a grove of palms, far enough from the main path to offer plausible deniability.

"I need to rack the boards," he said, unlocking the door. He held it open for me.

I stepped inside. The shack was small, dim, and smelled intensely of sex wax, damp neoprene, and whatever pheromones River was putting out. It was cooler in here, the sudden shade a relief after the blinding sun. It was quiet, too. The roar of the ocean was muffled by the wood walls.

River followed me in and kicked the door shut with his heel. The latch clicked loudly.

He didn't bother racking the boards. He leaned them against the wall and turned to me. The playful surf instructor persona was gone. In the half-light, his eyes were dark, dilated, and very, very focused.

"You were saying?" he asked.

"I was saying," I breathed, backing up until my shoulder blades hit a stack of paddleboards, "that I think I deserve a refund."

"I can't give you money back, Tati."

He stepped into my space. He was tall, looming over me, trapping me against the wall of equipment. He placed one hand on the boards next to my head.

"But I can offer something almost as good."

I laughed, but it came out as a breathless gasp. "I bet you say that to all the tourists."

"Only the ones who don't scream when they wipe out," he lied.

I knew, logically, that I wasn't the first woman he’d dragged into this shack. I was probably the third one this month. I was another mid-year crisis girl looking for a serotonin hit. My feminist brain, the one that follows influencers about equity and boundaries, was screaming RUN.

But my body? My body was screaming TOUCH IT.

He didn't wait for permission this time. He just took it. He crashed his mouth onto mine. It wasn't gentle. It was wet, salty, and urgent. He tasted like the ocean and mint gum. His free hand tangled in my wet hair, tilting my head back to deepen the angle, while his body pressed me hard against the stack of boards.

I made a noise that I would deny in court. My hands found his shoulders, sliding over the slick, cool skin, gripping him like he was the only solid thing in the world.

This was messy. It was unprofessional, at least on his end. It was exactly what I had paid for, even if it wasn't officially on the itinerary.

He kissed me like he was starving, biting at my lower lip, his tongue sweeping into my mouth with a confidence that made my knees weak. His hand slid down my side, over the curve of my waist, his thumb hooking into the strap of my bikini bottom. He tugged, just a little. Not enough to expose me, just enough to let me know he could.

"You did good out there," he muttered against my mouth, his voice rough.

"I fell," I panted, nipping at his jaw. "I fell hard."

"Yeah," he groaned, grinding his hips against mine. He was unmistakably hard. "Me too."

It was a line. A terrible, cheesy line. If a guy in a bar said it, I would have thrown a drink on him. Here, in the dark, smelling like wax and bad decisions, it worked.

We made out like teenagers for what felt like an hour but was probably five minutes. Just as his hand started to slide lower, searching for friction, a voice outside yelled, "River! You in there? Tides check!"

We froze. River pulled back, his chest heaving. His lips were swollen, his eyes wild. He looked at the door, then back at me. A slow, crooked grin spread across his face.

"Duty calls," he whispered.

"Unfortunate timing," I said, trying to smooth my hair, which was a lost cause. "I should go. I have... things. A shower. Dignity to recover."

I ducked under his arm and reached for the door handle.

"Tati," he said.

I paused, hand on the latch. I looked back. He was leaning against the paddleboards, looking thoroughly wrecked and incredibly pleased with himself.

"Room 412, right?"

My stomach flipped. "How do you know that?"

"I checked the manifest this morning," he said, unrepentant. "Tatiana Petrovic. Solo traveler. King suite. Ocean view."

"Is that standard procedure? Stalking your students?"

"Only the ones I plan on seeing later." He winked. "Go shower. I'll see you around."

I opened the door and stepped back out into the blinding, sensible world of the resort. I walked fast toward the hotel, my heart hammering a rhythm against my ribs that sounded suspiciously like trouble, trouble, trouble.

I checked my phone. It was 11:00 AM. God, I loved vacation.

My suite, Room 412, was an ambiance apology for every bad hotel room I’d ever stayed in. It was cool, silent, and smelled like fresh ocean air. I peeled off the sandy teal bikini, dropping it on the marble floor, and stepped into a shower that was larger than my first apartment. The water pressure was aggressive enough to qualify as a spiritual experience.

I scrubbed the salt from my skin, watched the sand swirl down the drain, and let the steam loosen the knot of tension that had lived in my shoulders since the breakup. I stepped out, toweling off in front of a mirror that had lighting designed to make you believe you were aging in reverse.

I swapped the wet suit for a dry one, a black string number that was less "sporty" and more "decorative." I walked out onto the balcony, the warm ocean breeze instantly drying the water droplets on my skin, and draped the wet teal bikini over the railing. It fluttered there like a flag claiming territory.

I live here now, I thought. I will send for my things. I will become a woman who wears linen and does not know what a spreadsheet is.

Down at the adult pool, I claimed a cabana that cost as much as a kidney. Lunch was a study in hedonism: a platter of exotic fruit that tasted like sunshine, cubes of sharp cheese that made my mouth water, and a Mai Tai the size of a birdbath.

I opened my book, something literary and highly recommended that I had absolutely no intention of finishing, and let my sunglasses slide down my nose.

The resort was a zoo of human mating rituals. To my left, a couple in matching fedoras was applying sunscreen to each other with a level of devotion that was either sweet or codependent; I hadn't decided. To my right, a pair of newlyweds were feeding each other grapes.

A month ago, that sight would have made me cry into my pillow. Today? It just looked exhausted. Who has the energy to be that performative in this humidity?

My eyes drifted past them to the singles. A man at the swim-up bar, broad-shouldered and reading a thriller. A guy walking toward the beach, shirtless, confident.

I felt a low, steady hum in my belly that had nothing to do with the rum. I was vibrant. I was alive. I was painfully, wonderfully horny.

The memory of River’s mouth in the equipment shack replayed in my head on a loop. The way his hand had hooked into my bikini bottom. The roughness of his palms. He was the current frontrunner for the position of Tonight’s Bad Decision, and the fact that I had to wait hours to see him again only made the ache sharper.

I realized anticipation tasted even better than bite of pineapple dripping juice down my chin.


Chapter 2: The Bartender Who Read Too Much

"The Driftwood" was the kind of bar that charged twenty dollars for ice cubes because they were "hand-harvested" and artisanal. It was dimly lit, smelled of leather and expensive decisions, and the jazz playing in the background was soft enough to ignore but complex enough to make you feel uncultured.

I walked in at 7:00 PM. I was wearing a dress that fit like a grudge; tight, black, and designed to make my ex-fiancé wake up in a cold sweat three time zones away. It was a dress for River. It was a dress that said, I am a fun, breezy vacation fling who definitely doesn’t have a five-year plan.

The bar was mostly empty. A few scattered couples whispered in the velvet booths, but the long, polished mahogany slab of the bar itself was deserted. Except for the bartender.

He was standing with his back to me, organizing bottles with a precision that bordered on pathological. He wore a black button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, revealing forearms that were irritatingly well-defined.

I sat down on a stool. I waited. He didn't turn around. I cleared my throat. Nothing. I tapped my nails against the wood, a universal signal for "I have money and thirst."

He turned slowly.

If River was the sun, this guy was a lunar eclipse. Dark hair, sharp features, and a mouth that looked like it was permanently set in a line of disapproval. He was wearing wire-rimmed reading glasses, which he peered over to look at me.

Oh no, my ovaries whispered. The sexy librarian aesthetic. We have no defenses against this.

"We're not officially open for service until seven-fifteen," he said. His voice was dry, baritone, and utterly unimpressed by my dress.

"The door was unlocked," I countered.

"The door is broken. It doesn't lock." He pulled the glasses off and tucked them into his shirt pocket. "But since you’re here, and since you look like you’re about to start tapping on the wood again, what do you want?"

I bristled. "You have a great bedside manner. Or barside. Whatever."

"I'm a mixologist, not a doctor. What are you drinking?"

"Vodka soda with lime," I said, mostly to annoy him. It’s the "I’m watching my calories but want to get trashed" anthem of my people.

He actually sighed. It was a long, suffering exhale. "No."

"Excuse me?"

"I don't keep vodka on the rail for sodas. I have a potato vodka from Poland that tastes like rain and sorrow, and I’m not wasting it on club soda." He leaned his elbows on the bar, looking me dead in the eye. "You look like a tequila drinker anyway."

"Is that an insult?"

"It’s an observation. You look sharp. Vodka soda is for people who want to disappear. You’re wearing a dress that screams for attention."

I opened my mouth to argue, then closed it. He wasn't wrong. The dress was practically shouting.

"Fine," I said, crossing my legs. "Surprise me. But if it tastes like cough syrup, I’m writing a Yelp review that will haunt your descendants."

"Terrifying," he deadpanned.

He turned away and started to work. I watched him. Despite his attitude, he moved beautifully. He didn't just pour drinks; he constructed them. He measured, he stirred, he peeled a twist of lemon with a knife that looked dangerously sharp. It was efficient, rhythmic, and annoyingly attractive.

He slid a coupe glass toward me. The liquid inside was a pale, glowing pink.

"French 75 variation," he said. "Patrón, champagne, lemon, and a elderflower liqueur to sweeten the bitterness. I call it The Unreliable Narrator."

I took a sip. It was tart, floral, and effervescent. It tasted like expensive freedom.

"Okay," I admitted, setting the glass down. "It's good. You’re forgiven for the attitude."

"I don't have an attitude. I have standards." He picked up a rag and started polishing a glass that was already clean. "You're early. Meeting someone?"

"Maybe," I said, swirling the stem. "Maybe I just like drinking alone in the dark."

"Fair enough. Solitude is underrated."

His eyes dropped to the bar top, where I had placed my book. It was The Blind Assassin by Atwood. I’d brought it as a prop to look mysterious while I waited for River, but I’d actually read it twice.

He paused. The rag stopped moving.

"You're reading Atwood on a tropical vacation?" he asked. The disdain was gone, replaced by a flicker of genuine curiosity.

"Light beach reading," I joked. "I like my sunshine with a side of narrative complexity and betrayal."

"Most people bring romance novels or thrillers with 'Girl' in the title," he said. He looked at the book, then back at me, assessing me with new eyes. "That’s a structural nightmare of a book. A story within a story within a memoir."

"It's brilliant," I defended. "It's about how the stories we tell about ourselves are usually lies."

He smirked. It changed his whole face. He went from 'grumpy service worker' to 'intellectual bad boy' in three seconds flat.

"And what story are you telling yourself tonight?"

"That I'm a carefree traveler having a whimsical adventure," I said. "And not a professional fixer who organizes her life in color-coded lists."

"Crisis manager," he repeated. "So you fix things."

"I manage disasters. There's a difference."

"I'm Cole," he said, extending a hand across the bar. “My ex might say I’m a disaster.”

"Tati." I shook it. His hand was dry, cool, and long-fingered. Writer’s hands. Or piano player’s hands. Definitely hands that knew what they were doing.

"So, Cole," I said, leaning forward, the gin loosening my tongue. "You quote Atwood, you construct cocktails like architecture, and you hate people. Let me guess. You're a writer."

He flinched. Just a micro-expression, a tightening around the eyes, but I caught it.

"That obvious?"

"Bartending is the cliché day job for writers. It’s either this or landscaping."

He laughed, a dry, rusty sound. "I'm working on a novel. It’s going terribly. I come here to remind myself that real dialogue is mostly just people asking where the bathroom is and complaining about the weather."

"What's it about?"

"Entropy," he said. "And the inevitability of decay in suburban architecture."

"Wow," I said dryly. "Sounds like a bestseller. I’ll buy two copies."

"It’s pretentious garbage," he admitted, leaning closer. The bar was still empty, and the space between us felt suddenly intimate. "But the prose is excellent."

"I bet it is."

I looked at him. Really looked at him. He wasn't classically handsome like River. River was a billboard; Cole was a footnote you had to squint to read, but once you did, it changed the meaning of the whole page. He was sharp, cynical, and mentally agile.

My type. Historically, unfortunately, my type.

"You have a smudge of ink on your cuff," I pointed out.

He glanced down at his white wrist. There was a tiny blue smear. "Hazard of the trade. I write on receipts when it gets slow."

"Write something about me," I challenged. It was the booze talking. The booze, and the fact that his eyes were dark and intelligent and currently dissecting me.

"I don't write about customers," Cole said softly. "They leave. It ruins the arc."

"Everyone leaves, Cole. That's the point of vacation."

"True." He held my gaze. The air in the bar seemed to get thinner. "But some chapters are worth the edit."

My pulse skipped. Okay.

This was a problem. I was here for the physical, sun-drenched release of the surf instructor. I was not here to have a cerebral, tension-filled spar with a snarky bartender who understood narrative structure.

But god, did I want to climb over the bar and find out if he kissed as precisely as he poured.

"Another round?" he asked, his voice dropping an octave.

"I haven't finished this one."

"You will," he said. "You look like you need the courage."

"For what?"

"For whatever you're planning to do later. You have the nervous energy of someone about to commit a felony or a very deliberate gamble."

"I prefer the term 'calculated risk'."

He smiled. A real one this time. "Deliberate gambles are my specialty."

I was about to ask what that meant, and whether it involved him coming around the bar, when the door opened. A rush of warm, humid air broke the spell. I turned on my stool.

The door swung open, and suddenly the bar felt very small.

River didn't just walk into a room; he conquered it. He was still wearing his board shorts and a uniform polo that strained against his biceps in a way that violated several workplace safety codes. He brought the smell of the Pacific Ocean and sheer, unadulterated vitality into Cole’s dark, cynical cave.

I straightened my spine, smoothed my dress, and prepared for the showdown. I expected a glare. A posturing of shoulders. The primal stiffness of two alpha males realizing there was only one female in the vicinity. I was ready to be the prize in a gladiatorial combat of testosterone.

"Yo," River said, grinning. "Tell me you saved me some of the simple syrup before you infused it with, like, roasted despair or whatever."

Cole didn't look up from the garnish tray. "It’s rosemary and black pepper, you heathen. And yes, I saved you a jar."

"My man." River walked up to the bar, ignoring me completely, and offered a fist.

Cole, the man who had just lectured me on the decline of western civilization and the structure of Margaret Atwood novels, bumped his fist against River’s without a hint of irony.

"Swell held up?" Cole asked.

"Glassy. Six feet. Perfect," River said, grabbing a glass of water from the station and downing it in one gulp. "Tourists were a nightmare, though. Had a guy from Ohio try to surf with his Apple Watch on. It’s now property of the reef."

They laughed. They bro-ed out. They shared a wavelength of comfortable, easy masculinity that was infuriatingly attractive.

I sat there, sipping my drink, feeling like a very expensive, very decorative lamp.

Hello? I thought loudly. Woman in a revenge dress here. I shaved my legs for this. I put on waterproof mascara. Pay attention to me.

I cleared my throat. It was a delicate sound, but effective.

River turned. He blinked, as if noticing for the first time that the bar contained more than just his best friend and free simple syrup. His eyes widened. He took in the dress, the hair, the general vibe of ‘available and dangerous.’

"Tati?" he asked. The grin dropped into something slower, warmer. "Damn."

"Hi, River," I said, channeling every ounce of cool I possessed. "Nice of you to join us. I see you two... know each other?"

"We’re roommates," River said, leaning his hip against the bar, effectively boxing me in between his body and Cole’s workspace. "Cole pays the rent on time, and I kill the spiders. It’s a symbiotic relationship."

"He kills them by screaming until they leave," Cole corrected dryly, sliding a coaster under River’s water glass. "And he leaves wet wetsuits in the bathtub."

"Artist," River dismissed him, turning his full attention to me. The force of it was like opening an oven door. "You look... different than you did this morning."

"I have less sand in my ears," I said. "And I'm significantly less likely to drown."

"I don't know," Cole murmured from behind the bar, polishing a shaker. "The night is young."

River ignored him. He moved closer. He smelled like salt, sweat, and that specific, clean scent of fresh air. It shouldn't have been sexy, he was technically grimy from work, but my body reacted like he was wearing pheromones bottled by Tom Ford.

"What are you drinking?" River asked, nodding at my glass.

"The Unreliable Narrator," I said. "Cole made it. It tastes like bitterness and freedom."

"Fancy." River reached out. His fingers brushed against mine as he took the coupe glass from my hand. It was a bold move. A presumptuous move.

He turned the glass so his lips touched the exact spot mine had been. He took a sip, his eyes locked on mine over the rim.

I watched his throat work as he swallowed. I watched the way his lips looked pink and slick against the delicate crystal. It was an indirect kiss, the kind of high-school maneuver that shouldn't work on a twenty-nine-year-old woman with a mortgage, but god help me, it worked.

"Sour," he said, handing it back. "But good."

"It's an acquired taste," Cole said. "Like jazz. Or you."

River laughed, low and easy. He leaned in, bracing one hand on the bar next to my elbow, invading my personal space in the best possible way.

"So. You found the bar. You met the roomie. You look incredible. What's the plan, Tati?"

"The plan?" I raised an eyebrow. "I'm drinking. I'm reading. I'm existing."

"Existing is boring," River whispered. "Come to the bonfire later. On the beach. Ten o'clock."

"A bonfire?" I swirled my drink. "Sounds sandy. And crowded. I thought we established that I don't like audiences."

"We can sit in the back," he promised. "I'll bring a blanket. I play guitar."

"Oh, god," I groaned, hiding a smile behind my glass. "You play acoustic guitar on the beach? You really are a caricature, aren't you?"

"I play well," he defended, but his eyes were dancing. "And I know three chords of a Taylor Swift song."

"Which one?"

"The angry one."

I laughed. I couldn't help it. He was charming in a way that bypassed my skepticism and went straight to my dopamine receptors.

The door to the bar opened again. This time, a group of six loud, sunburnt tourists spilled in, demanding menus and asking if the bar had a blender.

The intimate bubble popped.

Cole sighed, the sound of a man whose soul was slowly leaving his body. "The masses are restless for their boozy sugar water,” he muttered. "If anyone asks, the blender is broken."

"I should go, too," River said, checking the clock on the wall. He ran a hand through his messy, salt-caked hair. "I need to shower. I’ve got sand in places that aren't polite to mention in front of a lady."

"I've heard you mention them in front of a priest," Cole deadpanned, already moving to greet the customers.

River turned back to me. He stepped in close, so close his thigh brushed against my knee. The heat radiating off him was unmistakable.

"Don't go anywhere," he said softly. "I'm going to go scrub the ocean off, change into something that isn't a uniform, and then I'm coming back."

"I might not be here," I teased, feigning nonchalance. "I'm a busy woman. I have a book to finish."

"You'll be here."

"That's confident."

"I saw how you looked at me in the water, Tati." He lowered his voice to a rasp. "And I know you didn't finish what we started in the shack."

My lungs seized. He knew exactly what buttons to push.

"Here."

He reached into his pocket—how did he have anything in those board shorts?—and pulled out a sharpie. Before I could protest, he grabbed my hand. He uncapped the marker with his teeth and wrote a number on the inside of my wrist. The tip of the pen felt cool and ticklish against my pulse point.

"Text me," he said. "If you get bored of the Professor."

He capped the marker, winked at Cole, and strode out of the bar.

The room felt instantly colder. Quieter.

I looked down at my wrist. His handwriting was surprisingly neat, bold black numbers stark against my pale skin. It felt like a brand.

"He does that," Cole said.

I looked up. Cole was back, having successfully seated the tourists in a corner booth with menus. He was leaning against the bar again, watching me. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes were dark.

"Does what?" I asked, rubbing my thumb over the ink, being careful not to smudge it.

"Marks his territory," Cole said. He picked up my empty glass. "River operates on impulse. He sees something he wants, he runs at it. The ocean, a wave, a woman."

"And you?" I asked. "How do you operate?"

Cole reached for the gin bottle. He didn't pour it immediately. He just held it, the glass capturing the low light.

"I observe," he said. "I wait for the crash. And then I decide if it's worth picking up the pieces."

"That sounds lonely."

"It's safe." He began to mix my second drink. "River is going to come back here in an hour, doused in cologne. He's going to try to get you to that bonfire."

"And?"

"And you're going to go." Cole slid the fresh drink toward me. "Because you want to be overwhelmed. You want the noise."

"Maybe," I said, taking the glass. I held his gaze. "Or maybe I'm waiting for someone to give me a reason to stay indoors."

Cole froze. His eyes flared, a sudden crack in the armor. He looked at the drink he’d just made me, then at the door where River had exited, and finally, back at my mouth.

"I take my break in twenty minutes," he said. His voice was rougher now. Less performance, more gravel.

"Okay," I said. My heart hammered against my ribs. "I'll be here."

"Don't be," he said. "Meet me by the restrooms in the back corridor. It’s the only place in this hotel without a security camera."

He turned his back on me to serve the tourists, leaving me with a full drink, a phone number on my wrist, and a very specific kind of trouble brewing in my gut.

I took a long sip of the Unreliable Narrator. It tasted fantastic.


Chapter 3: The Philosophy of the Back Hallway

The corridor behind the restrooms was the architectural equivalent of a hangover. While the rest of the resort was marble floors and orchid arrangements, this hallway was scuffed linoleum, flickering fluorescent lights, and the distinct, aggressive smell of industrial lemon cleaner masking stale beer. It was the unsexy underbelly of paradise.

I leaned against the wall next to a stack of crates labeled PREMIUM VODKA, checking my phone. No signal. Perfect. I was currently off the grid, waiting in a service hallway for a bartender who quoted Atwood.

I had never kissed two men in one day. I had barely kissed two men in one year since the breakup. My dating life usually consisted of three sensible dates followed by a mutual agreement that we were both too tired for this.

But here? In this humidity? I was a different species. I was Homo Vacationus, driven by impulse and a fear of returning to my inbox.

The service door swung open. Cole stepped out. He had unbuttoned the top button of his shirt and rolled his sleeves up another inch. He looked tired. He looked irritated. He looked devastating.

"You came," he said, sounding almost disappointed. Or maybe resigned.

"You make the best drinks," I deflected. "And the lighting in the bar was giving me a headache."

"The lighting in here is designed to make you look like a suspect in a police lineup," he countered, stepping closer.

The space was narrow. He filled most of it.

"Why are we here, Cole?" I crossed my arms, trying to protect my chest from the sudden erratic rhythm of my heart. "And don't say 'privacy.' You and River… the roommate situation, the banter. What is this? A timeshare? Am I the prize?"

Cole laughed. It was a sharp, humorless sound. He took a step forward, forcing me to press my back against the cold plaster wall.

"We don't share," he said softly. "And we don't fight."

"That sounds very evolved. And slightly unbelievable."

"It's practical. We learned the hard way. Last year, there was a girl from Chicago. She was... compelling. We both tried. We got competitive. It got ugly. She left early because the vibe was 'weird'." He grimaced at the memory. "We made a rule. No fighting over tourists. No staking claims. We put the options on the table, and we let the woman choose."

"So I'm the casting director?"

"You're the tie-breaker," he said with a smirk. "We just provide the talent. River is the sun. He’s fun, he’s physical, he’s the guy you go to when you want to forget your name."

"And you?"

"I'm the guy you go to when you want to remember why you needed to forget it in the first place."

He placed a hand on the wall next to my head. He didn't touch me. He didn't have to. The proximity was enough to make my skin prickle.

"That’s a cynical way to view people," I said. "Like we're just passing through your ecosystem."

"Aren't you?" His gaze dropped to my mouth, then back up. It was heavy, weighted with something that looked suspiciously like history.

"You're here for a week, Tati. Maybe less. You want adventure. You want a story to tell your friends at brunch. You promise to keep in touch. You’ll send a text or two from the airport. Then you’ll go back to your color-coded lists and your crisis management, and we’ll just be 'those guys from that one trip'."

There was a bitterness there. A hairline fracture in his cool, intellectual armor. It wasn't just observation; it was experience. Someone had promised to stay in touch or come back, and she hadn't.

"That sounds specific," I whispered.

"It's historical," he lied.

"I'm not a pattern, Cole."

"Then prove it."

He leaned in. I thought he was going to kiss me. I wanted him to kiss me. I tilted my head back, my throat tightening…

He didn't. He stopped an inch away, his eyes scanning my face, memorizing the hesitation.

"River is waiting for a text," he murmured. "He’s probably sitting on his bed right now, staring at his phone, wondering if he should send a picture of a puppy or his abs. He’s a sure thing, Tati. You go with him, you’ll have a great night. No complications. No thinking."

"And if I go with you?"

"I don't offer sure things. I offer... complexity."

"I hate complexity."

"You love it. You’re reading The Blind Assassin by the pool."

"I hate you," I breathed.

"You're getting warmer."

He closed the gap.

If River’s kiss was a wave, Cole’s was a riptide. It was precise, dark, and pulled me under instantly. He tasted like espresso and gin. His hand, the one not on the wall, slid up my throat to cup my jaw, holding me still, controlling the angle.

It wasn't frantic. It was a statement. He was kissing me like he was editing a manuscript, crossing out every other thought in my head until only he remained.

My hands bunched in his shirt. I made a noise that echoed in the empty corridor, a sound of pure, startled want.

He broke the kiss as abruptly as he’d started it. I stood there, chest heaving, lips tingling, staring at him. He looked wrecked. Good.

"Go to your room," he said, his voice rough. He stepped back, putting distance between us, re-erecting the barrier. "Go think about it. River’s the bonfire. I’m the shift drink at midnight. You figure out what kind of story you want to write."

"Cole…"

"Go," he ordered, but his eyes were burning. "Before I break the rule."

I turned and fled.

I walked fast through the kitchen, past the confused dishwasher, and out into the lobby. I didn't stop until I was in the elevator, alone, staring at my reflection in the polished brass doors. My lipstick was smudged. My hair was a disaster. My pulse was a techno beat.

I practically ran down the hall to Room 412. I burst inside, locked the door, and leaned against it, sliding down until I hit the floor.

The room was quiet. The air conditioning hummed. I looked at my wrist. River’s number was there, bold and black. The promise of ease. The promise of fun.

I touched my lips. Cole’s taste was still there. The promise of trouble. The promise of something that might hurt when it ended.

I groaned, dropping my head into my hands. "I am a grown woman," I told the empty room. "I pay taxes on time. I contribute to my 401k."

I stood up and walked to the balcony. The ocean roared below, dark and vast. Somewhere down there, River was tuning a guitar. Somewhere downstairs, Cole was polishing a glass.

I had a choice to make. And for the first time in my life, I didn't have a spreadsheet to help me make it.


Chapter 4: The Art of Surrender

I stared at the phone. The cursor blinked at me, mocking my indecision.

River: Bonfire started. I saved you a spot. And a beer.

It was sweet. It was easy. It was exactly what I should want. But then I touched my lips, where Cole’s taste, alcohol and cynicism, still lingered.

I groaned, tossing the phone onto the bed. I was a crisis manager. I managed million-dollar disasters for a living. I could navigate a PR nightmare involving a CEO and a llama farm, but I couldn't decide between the Golden Retriever and the Doberman?

"Screw it," I said to the empty room. Decision fatigue is the enemy of the libido.

If I had to choose, I chose neither. I chose 600-thread-count sheets and a bottle of whatever was in the mini-bar.

I picked up the phone again. I didn't have Cole's number, so River was the casualty.

Me: Can't make it. Exhausted. Have a beer for me.

I hit send before I could regret it. Then, I turned my phone off.

I stripped off the revenge dress, leaving it in a heap on the floor. I didn't put on lingerie. I put on the hotel robe—the heavy, plush kind that makes you feel like a wealthy marshmallow. I ordered a bottle of champagne and a cheese plate from room service, walked out onto the balcony, and listened to the ocean.

I was proud of myself. I was choosing self-care. I was choosing sleep.

I was also incredibly, frustratingly horny.

Twenty minutes passed. The ice in my untouched water glass melted. I leaned against the railing, watching the distant flicker of the bonfire on the beach. I wondered if River was playing "Wonderwall." I wondered if Cole was wiping down the bar, sneering at a napkin.

A heavy knock on the door made me jump.

"Room service!" a voice called out.

"Fast," I muttered. "Maybe I should tip extra."

I tightened the belt of my robe, unlocked the door, and swung it open.

"You can just put the tray on the…"

The words died in my throat.

There was no cart. There was no cheese plate.

There was River, still in his board shorts but now wearing a clean white t-shirt. And standing next to him, still in his black button-down with the sleeves rolled up, was Cole.

They filled the doorway. They blocked out the hallway light. The energy coming off them was enough to power the entire resort.

"You're not room service," I said, stating the obvious because my brain had flatlined.

"Technically," Cole said, his eyes scanning me from the top of my messy bun to the hem of the robe, "we are."

"You texted," River said, holding up his phone. "You said you were exhausted."

"I am."

"We compared notes," River continued, a wicked grin spreading across his face. He looked at Cole. "Cole said you seemed... conflicted."

"I said you looked like a woman who hates making decisions," Cole corrected. He took a step forward, crossing the threshold. He didn't ask permission. "So we decided to make one for you."

I backed up. My heart was hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs. "And what decision is that?"

River followed Cole in. The door clicked shut behind them. The lock engaged with a sound of finality.

"The 'No Fighting' rule," River said, leaning back against the door, crossing his arms over his chest. His biceps flexed. "We realized we were interpreting it wrong."

"We thought it meant we couldn't both pursue you," Cole said, walking toward me. He stopped two feet away. He smelled like the night air and expensive liquor. "But that implies we have to compete."

"We don't like competing," River added. "It's bad for the bromance."

I looked between them. River, the physical force. Cole, the intellectual architect. They weren't looking at each other. They were both looking at me. Predatory, hungry, and terrifyingly unified.

"So," I breathed, my hand clutching the lapel of my robe. "What are you proposing?"

"We're not proposing anything," Cole said softly. He reached out and tugged the end of my robe's belt. The knot loosened. "Proposals imply you have a choice. This is a claim."

"We're here to help you relax, Tati," River said, his voice dropping to that low, rumbling register that made my toes curl. He moved away from the door, stalking toward us. "You said you were tired. You said you wanted a frictionless vacation."

"We're the friction," Cole whispered, his knuckles grazing the skin of my stomach as the robe fell open.

I stood there, naked under the heavy white terrycloth, exposed to two sets of eyes that devoured me whole. I should have been scared. I should have been clutching my pearls and citing hotel policy.

Instead, I felt a wave of relief so profound it nearly knocked me over.

I didn't have to choose. I didn't have to manage the logistics. I just had to stand there and let them happen to me.

"Okay," I whispered.

Cole smiled. It wasn't his usual cynical smirk. It was dark, satisfied, and very, very male. "Good girl," he said.

River was behind me now. I hadn't even heard him move. His large, warm, calloused hands settled on my shoulders. He squeezed, working into the tight muscles there.

"Bed," River ordered. "Now."

I didn't argue. I didn't think. I walked to the bed.


Chapter 5: The Committee Adjourns

River’s command to go to bed hung in the air, a heavy, delicious instruction. But my feet didn't move. Mainly because Cole was standing in my way, and River was standing against my spine like a warm, solid wall of intent.

"Not yet," Cole murmured.

His hands, cool and precise, slid inside the lapels of the hotel robe. He pushed the fabric over my shoulders. Gravity did the rest.

The heavy terrycloth pooled around my ankles, leaving me standing on the plush carpet in nothing but my own skin. Usually, being naked in a brightly lit room while two fully clothed men stared at you is the stuff of anxiety dreams, right up there with showing up to a board meeting without teeth. But the way they looked at me didn't make me want to cover up. It made me want to preen.

River exhaled sharply against the back of my neck. "Jesus, Tati."

"You did this for us?" Cole asked. His eyes weren't scanning me; they were tracing me. He looked at my breasts, my waist, the results of the waxing appointment that had nearly cost me my dignity. "The gym? The prep?"

"I like to be prepared," I managed to whisper. "Risk management."

"There is no risk here," Cole said, his voice dropping to a gravelly pitch that penetrated my soul. "Only rewards."

He stepped in. River stepped in. I was the filling in the world's most dangerous sandwich.

The sensation was immediate and overwhelming. It was a sensory assault. In front of me, the rough denim of Cole’s jeans brushed against my bare thighs. Behind me, the soft cotton of River’s t-shirt and the heat of his chest pressed against my back.

I had four hands on me. River’s large, rough palms slid around my waist to flatten over my stomach, pulling me back flush against him. I felt the hard ridge of his erection against my glutes; a very clear, very enthusiastic signal.

His chin hooked over my shoulder, his nose burying into the curve of my neck. "So soft," River groaned into my skin. "You feel... god, Tati, you feel unreal."

Cole’s hands were different. They were the hands of a man who works with his mind. He cupped my face, tilting my head up, forcing me to look at him. Then his hands trailed down, over my throat, to cup my breasts. He didn't squeeze; he weighed them, thumbs brushing over my nipples with a deliberate, maddening slowness.

"Close your eyes," Cole ordered softly.

I did. And that was the mistake. Or the victory. Because without sight, the feeling of them was magnified by a factor of ten.

"Turn it off," Cole whispered against my lips. "The stress. The voice in your head that tells you you’re too much or not enough. Kill it."

"It's loud," I confessed, my voice shaking.

"I'll make it quiet," River promised against my ear. He bit down lightly on the sensitive cord of my neck, sending a shockwave through my system.

Cole kissed me. It wasn't like the kiss in the hallway. That had been a challenge. This was a claim. He kissed me deep and slow, his tongue sweeping into my mouth with an ownership that made my knees buckle.

River caught me. His arm banded across my chest, holding me up, while his other hand slid down, over my hip, to the outside of my thigh. He squeezed, his fingers digging in just enough to ground me.

I was surrounded. Enveloped.

My brain tried to process the logistics—River’s hand is there, Cole’s mouth is there, the angle of my neck is—and then, with a distinct mental click, the circuit breaker tripped.

The Committee of Overthinking adjourned. The lights in the office went out. All that was left was sensation.

I was drowning in them. The smell of ocean salt from River, the sharp bite of tequila and lime from Cole. The contrast of River’s scruff against my shoulder and Cole’s smooth lips on mine.

I whimpered into Cole’s mouth. "That’s the sound," Cole growled, swallowing the noise. He gripped my chin, forcing me to look at him. "Give me another one."

"Fuck, she feels good," River hissed against my neck, abandoning words entirely to bite the sensitive skin my shoulder.

They were worshipping me. That was the only word for it. They weren't rushing to get their pants off. They weren't trying to get to the finish line. They were treating my body like it was the destination.

River’s hand moved between my legs. He didn't go inside, not yet. He just cupped me, his palm hot and broad against me, applying a steady, rhythmic pressure that made me gasp for air.

"She's wet," River said, his voice thick with awe. "Cole, she's so wet."

"She’s turned on," Cole murmured against my throat. "She likes being the center of attention."

"I... I do," I stuttered. "I really do."

"You don't have to lift a finger," Cole said, his hands moving from my breasts to run down my sides, tracing the dip of my waist. "Not tonight. Tonight we drive."

My head fell back against River’s shoulder. I felt boneless. I felt cherished. It was a kind of spoiling I hadn't experienced in years; the permission to be entirely passive, to be the recipient of pleasure without the obligation to perform.

River kissed the spot just below my ear. "Beautiful," he whispered. "You look so good like this. Messed up. Surrounded."

"I want more," I panted. The need was clawing at my throat. The pressure of River’s hand, the heat of Cole’s mouth—it was exquisite torture. "I want..."

"Tell us," Cole said, pulling back just enough to look me in the eye. His pupils were blown wide, black holes swallowing the iris. "What do you want, Tati?"

I looked at them. Two beautiful, capable men who had formed a treaty just to ruin me. I wanted to see them. I wanted the friction of skin on skin, not skin on denim.

I pushed gently against Cole’s chest. He stepped back immediately, giving me space, though his eyes never left mine. River released his hold on my waist, letting me stand on my own shaky legs.

I turned and climbed onto the bed. The mattress was high, soft, and pristine white. I knelt in the center of it, my nakedness stark against the sheets, and looked down at them.

I felt like a queen on a very soft throne.

"I'm done with the appetizer," I said. My voice was stronger now. The crisis manager was back, but she wasn't managing a disaster. She was marshaling forces.

I pointed a finger at Cole, then at River.

"Strip," I commanded. "I want to see exactly what I'm working with."


Chapter 6: The Double Feature

Men undressing is usually a clumsy affair involving hopping on one foot to remove a sock and the awkward shimmy of denim over hips. Not these two.

River stripped with the efficiency of a man who changes into a wetsuit in a parking lot twice a day. Shirt over head in one smooth motion, revealing a torso that looked like it had been carved out of sandstone and polished by the tide. He kicked off his shorts, and I had to physically stop my jaw from unhinging.

He was... substantial. Thick, heavy, and looking very happy to be here.

Cole was different. He unbuttoned his shirt slowly, eyes locked on me, like he was unwrapping a present he already knew he was going to enjoy. He was leaner, built like whipcord and wire, pale from nights spent in the dark.

But when the jeans came off, the contrast was stark. Where River was a blunt instrument of pleasure, Cole was a precision tool. Longer, elegant, and intimidatingly ready.

"Two beautiful packages," I murmured to the empty room. "And it’s not even my birthday."

They crawled onto the bed, the mattress dipping under their combined weight. They flanked me with River on my left, Cole on my right. I was the centerpiece of a very handsome, very naked banquet.

I reached out. I couldn't help it. I wrapped my hand around River first who felt like hot velvet over steel, and then Cole, who felt smoother, harder.

"Greedy," Cole whispered, but he leaned in and bit the sensitive cord of my neck.

"Efficient," I corrected, stroking them both. The size difference was fascinating. The heat was intoxicating. “And greedy.”

River groaned, pressing his forehead against my shoulder. "You smell so sexy."

"And you smell like you need to be inside me," I said.

Cole’s hand slid down my stomach, bypassing the pleasantries. He found my clit instantly, no map required, and then slid two long fingers inside me.

I gasped, arching my back. He was right; the fit was perfect.

"You're so wet already," Cole murmured against my skin, his voice sounding satisfied, like he’d finally found the missing variable in a complex equation. "Dripping."

"I've been waiting all day," I admitted.

"I'll make her wetter," River proclaimed.

He moved. He didn't just shift; he descended. River slid down the bed, his hands gripping my thighs, spreading them wide. He looked at me for a second with a grin that was pure, devilish charm, and then he buried his face between my legs.

"Oh, god," I cried out.

River attacked the task with the same enthusiasm he applied to surfing. He didn't hesitate. He licked a long, broad stripe up my center, tasting me, claiming me, before latching onto my clitoris with a suction that made my vision blur.

Cole let River replace his fingers inside me, who curled them in a 'come hither' motion that matched the rhythm of River’s tongue. Cole moved his mouth to my ear, then down to my breast, teasing the nipple with his teeth.

"Breathe, Tati," Cole instructed, though he was doing everything in his power to make sure I couldn't.

I was being devoured from two directions. River’s tongue was relentless, broad and skilled, flickering and swirling. His fingers were stretching me, preparing me. Meanwhile Cole feasted on my breasts with intense precision. It was too much. It wasn't enough.

I looked at Cole. He was watching me watch him, his eyes dark and dilated. I looked down at his erection, which was bobbing just inches from my face as he leaned over me to attend to my breasts.

I wanted it.

"Cole," I choked out.

"Yeah?"

I reached up, grabbing him by the wrist to stabilize myself. "Put it in my mouth."

He didn't argue. He shifted his weight, straddling my chest on his knees, looming over me.

"Open," he said.

I opened. He guided himself in. He tasted like salt and skin and desire. He was big, filling my mouth completely, but I loved the challenge. I loved the control. I wrapped my lips around him, taking him as deep as I could, letting my tongue swirl around the head.

Cole groaned, a guttural sound that vibrated against my palate. His hips snapped forward involuntarily, thrusting into my mouth, while his hand tangled in my hair to steady himself.

"Jesus," Cole hissed. "River, look at her."

River didn't look. He was busy. Hearing Cole’s pleasure seemed to spur him on. He intensified his assault, his tongue moving faster, harder against my clit. He added a finger of his own, joining Cole’s inside me.

The sensation was incredible. I was being stretched, filled, and sucked all at once. My brain shut down completely. There were no checklists here. There were no emails. There was only the wet slide of River’s tongue, the hard thrust of Cole into my mouth, and the overwhelming, blinding heat of being the absolute center of their universe.

The pressure built fast. It wasn't a slow climb; it was a rocket launch.

"I'm close," I tried to say around Cole’s cock, but it came out as a muffled, desperate noise.

Cole understood. He pulled out of my mouth just enough so I could breathe, but kept the head pressing against my lips. "Let go, Tati. Come for him."

River felt the change in my muscles. He hummed against me, a vibration that went straight to my clit, and doubled his speed.

The climax hit me like a rogue wave. I stopped sucking. I stopped thinking. I threw my head back into the pillows and screamed.

My body clamped down on their fingers. My hips bucked off the mattress, seeking more friction, more pressure. River rode the wave with me, his tongue unyielding, drinking down every drop of my release while Cole held my face, kissing my forehead, my eyelids, whispering praises that I couldn't quite hear over the rushing of blood in my ears.

It went on forever. It was violent and sweet and perfect.

When I finally crashed back down to earth, panting, sweating, and shaking, the room was silent except for the sound of our ragged breathing.

River lifted his head. His face was wet, his chin shining. He looked incredibly proud of himself.

"Okay," I wheezed, staring at the ceiling fan. "That... that was excellent coordination."


Chapter 7: The Benevolent Dictator

I lay there for a moment, waiting for my soul to re-enter my body. It was hovering somewhere near the ceiling fan, probably judging my split ends.

"You okay?" River asked, brushing a stray lock of damp hair off my forehead. His voice was a sexy low rumble.

"I am excellent," I managed. "I am a golden god. I am the apex predator of vacation."

Cole chuckled, a dry sound against my neck. "The apex predator usually does the hunting. You look more like the prey."

"The prey is taking a union-mandated break," I said, pushing myself up on my elbows. I was pretty sure my orgasm-brain was mixing my metaphors, but I did not give one fuck.

I looked at them. They were sprawled out, glorious and eager, waiting for my next move. The power dynamic in the room shifted. A minute ago, I had been overwhelmed, drowning in sensation. Now? I felt generous. I felt powerful.

I felt like a queen surveying her kingdom, and the kingdom was made of abs and very impressive erections.

"Up," I commanded, pointing a finger. "On your knees. Both of you."

They didn't hesitate. They moved with the fluid grace of men who were comfortable in their bodies, kneeling on the mattress, towering over me. I sat back on my heels, sandwiched between them. The view was spectacular. At eye level, I was staring directly at the main attractions.

"My turn," I whispered.

I reached out. My left hand wrapped around Cole’s cock; my right hand wrapped around River. The difference in texture and temperature was fascinating. River was hot, pulsing, his skin tight. Cole was cooler, smoother, steady as a rock.

I squeezed. They both hissed in unison.

"I love a captive audience," I murmured.

I leaned forward and took River’s cock into my mouth first. He tasted like salt and sweat and man. I swirled my tongue around the head, listening to the sharp intake of his breath. I bobbed my head, taking him deeper, letting my hand pump him in rhythm.

He bucked his hips, his hands finding my hair, tangling in the strands but not pushing. He was letting me set the pace.

"God, Tati," River groaned, looking down at me with half-lidded eyes. "You have no idea..."

"I have some idea," I said, popping off him with a wet sound.

I turned to Cole. He was watching me with that dark, analytical intensity, tracking the shine of saliva on his friend.

"Jealous?" I teased, stroking him from base to tip.

"Patient," he corrected. But his hips twitched when my thumb brushed the slit at the tip.

"Liar."

I took him in. Cole' was different. He held himself still, holding his breath, like he was trying to memorize the sensation as I sucked his cock. I loved it. I loved breaking his composure. I sucked harder, flattening my tongue, humping my mouth against him until a low, guttural growl escaped his throat.

I was conducting an orchestra of moans. I was the center of their world. For this moment, in this room, nothing existed except my mouth and their pleasure. It was a heady, intoxicating rush. It was better than any promotion, better than any bonus.

I switched back to River, then back to Cole, teasing them, edging them. I was running the show.

Then Cole moved.

"I can't just watch anymore," he muttered. He pulled out of my mouth, much to my disappointment, and shifted. He crawled behind me.

I stayed focused on River, taking him deep again, humming against his length. But then I felt Cole’s hands on my hips. He pulled me back, widening my knees, angling my ass up.

"Keep going," Cole ordered, his voice right by my ear. "Don't stop on him."

He didn't have to tell me twice. I kept sucking River, my hands kneading River’s thighs. Then I felt Cole’s breath on my lower back. Then his tongue.

I gasped around River’s cock. Cole started at the base of my spine and licked a slow, hot stripe down to my tailbone. He parted my cheeks with his thumbs. The air conditioning hit my wet skin, cooling it, before his hot mouth replaced the chill.

He wasn't just rimming me; he was worshipping the forgotten hemisphere. He licked, he swirled, he nipped at the sensitive skin of my glutes. It was scandalous. It was depraved. It was the best thing that had ever happened to me.

"Cole," I tried to warn, but it came out as a garbled noise against River.

River grinned down at me. He knew exactly what was happening behind me. He reached down, thumbing my cheekbone. "You like that, Tati? You like having him back there?"

I nodded frantically, my eyes watering. The sensation of having my mouth full of River while Cole devoured me from behind was overloading my system again. The wires were frying. The fuse box was sparking.

Cole’s tongue dipped lower, finding the slick heat of my pussy from behind, then swirling back up to tease my entrance.

"You're ready," Cole stated. It wasn't a question. He sounded like a mechanic who had just assessed the engine and found it revving at redline.

He pulled back. I missed his mouth instantly.

"River," Cole said. "Catch."

I pulled off River, mostly because I needed oxygen, just in time to see Cole grab his discarded jeans from the floor. He fished a foil packet out of the pocket and tossed it. It spiraled through the air.

River caught it one-handed without even looking, his eyes still locked on my face. Cole ripped another one open for himself. The sound of tearing foil was sharp and loud in the quiet room. It was the sound of intentions becoming actions.

"Are you ready for this?" Cole asked, rolling the condom on with a quick, practiced motion. He positioned himself behind me, his hips pressing against my buttocks, the hard ridge of him seeking entrance.

I looked at River, who looked like a kid in a candy store who had just been given the key to the register.

I looked back over my shoulder at Cole.

"I've been ready since the lobby," I gasped. "I was ready before I booked the flight."

Cole smirked. He grabbed my hips, anchoring me. I wiggled my ass back against him, seeking the friction, seeking the fill. "Less talking," I demanded. "More fucking."


Chapter 8: The Great Resignation

Cole didn't shove. He didn't rush. He pressed the head of his cock against me, a polite but firm request for entry, and then he slowly, deliberately sank home.

My breath left me in a rush, a sound that was half-gasp, half-sob. It was a sensation that defied physics. It was the feeling of being stretched, filled, and claimed all at once. I had spent my entire adult life making space for other people in my schedule, in my apartment, in my head.

But this? This was the first time I felt like the space was being filled for me.

"Good?" Cole rasped, his hands tightening on my hips, holding me steady against the invasion.

"More," I begged. "All of it."

He obliged. He slid in to the hilt, his pelvis colliding with my ass with a heavy, solid thud.

The reality of it hit me harder than the pleasure. I was on my knees in a hotel room, River’s mouth just inches from mine, Cole buried deep inside me. I was the filling in a very handsome, very dangerous sandwich. It was a fantasy I hadn't even known I had, something dormant and dark that had been waiting for the right combination of humidity and tequila to wake up.

River leaned forward. He didn't say anything; he just offered himself to me again. I took him. Now I was full. Completely, utterly plugged. It was sensory overload.

Cole began to move, establishing a rhythm that was terrifyingly precise. He pulled almost all the way out, leaving me aching and empty for a split second before gliding back in, hitting a spot deep inside me that made my vision blur.

I was being used. I was being passed around like a joint at a really good party. But I was also being worshipped.

Cole wasn't just fucking me; he was paying attention. If I tensed, he slowed down. If I whimpered, he adjusted the angle. And River... River was stroking my hair, his eyes locked on mine as I bobbed my head on him, murmuring soft, incoherent praises around the shape of him in my mouth.

"That’s it," Cole growled from behind me. "Take us both. You can handle it."

I could. I really, really could.

Cole picked up the pace. The slow, purposeful slide turned into a driving, animalistic rhythm. The sound of skin slapping against skin filled the room, a wet, frantic applause for my bad decisions. I was rocking back against him, meeting his thrusts, while trying to keep my rhythm with River.

I was a multitasking goddess. I deserved a trophy. I deserved laurels.

"Tati," River groaned, his hips snapping forward, hitting the back of my throat.

"I'm close," Cole panted. "River, switch. Now."

It wasn't a question. It was a tactical maneuver. Cole pulled out. The loss of him was a physical blow, leaving me cold and empty and whining in protest. I almost chased him, my hips wiggling back, seeking the heat.

"Easy," River soothed, pulling out of my mouth. He kissed my wet, swollen lips. "I got you. I'm right here."

The bed shifted. The weight moved. Without a word, without a fumble, they swapped. It was seamless.

One moment Cole was behind me, the next, he was in front of me, his face flushed, his hair a mess, looking like a man who had just run a marathon and won. River had put on his condom and was behind me now. I could feel the difference instantly. River radiated heat like a furnace. He was bigger, heavier, his presence looming over my back like a thunderhead.

"My turn," River whispered.

He didn't have Cole’s patience. He didn't wait. He gripped my hips with hands that felt massive and possessive, and he pushed inside.

"Oh!" I cried out.

River was thicker. He stretched me in a way Cole hadn't, filling me so completely that I felt it in my throat. He didn't glide; he surged.

"So tight," River groaned, his voice wrecked. "Jesus, Tati."

He started to move, and it was a different world. If Cole was a scalpel, River was a battering ram, but a really, really nice one. He drove into me with long, rolling thrusts that rocked my entire body. He wasn't looking for angles; he was looking for depth.

I tried to stabilize myself on the mattress, my hands digging into the sheets, but I was slipping.

"You’re good," Cole said.

He crawled forward. He didn't take River’s place in my mouth. Instead, he became my foundation. Cole wrapped one arm around my waist, hugging me to his chest, supporting me against the force of River’s thrusts. He buried his face in my neck, kissing the damp skin, whispering things I couldn't quite hear but felt in my bones.

Then, his hand moved. He slid his fingers down between my legs, finding my clit. It was swollen, sensitive, and desperate for attention.

"Here?" Cole murmured against my ear.

"Yes," I hissed. "Yes, there."

He started to rub. That was the end of my higher brain functions.

I was suspended in a web of sensation. Behind me, River was pounding into me, relentless and heavy, hitting that deep, sweet ache with every stroke. In front of me, Cole was holding me together, his fingers working magic on my clit, circling and pressing with the knowledge of a man who had been studying the map all night.

I wasn't in charge. I wasn't managing the timeline. I wasn't wondering if I should check my email. I was purely, beautifully passive. I was an instrument being played by two masters, and the music was incredible.

"Just feel," Cole whispered, biting my earlobe. "River’s got you. I’ve got you. You don't have to do anything but feel it."

"I... I can't..." I stammered, my head falling back against River’s shoulder.

"You can," River growled, matching his thrusts to the rhythm of Cole’s hand. "Come for us, Tati. Come on my cock."

"Use me," I sobbed. The words ripped out of me, raw and honest. "Just use me."

"We are," Cole promised. "We are."

The freedom of it was intoxicating. The freedom to be taken. To be held. To be overwhelmed. The tension coiled in my belly, tighter and tighter. River’s pace increased, his hips slapping loudly against my ass. Cole’s fingers moved faster, swirling, tapping, pushing me toward the edge of the cliff.

I was flying. I was falling. I was free.


Chapter 9: The View from the Top

The edge wasn't a line; it was a cliff. And Cole was pushing me right off it. His fingers were relentless, a blurring circle of pressure against my clit that synchronized perfectly with the heavy, claiming rhythm of River’s hips slamming against my ass.

"Come for me," River groaned, his hand splayed flat on my stomach, pressing me back against him. "Do it, Tati. Break."

I broke.

It hit me like a physical blow. My vision went white. My body clamped down on River’s cock, milking him with spasms I couldn't control if I wanted to. I screamed a raw, unselfconscious sound that I prayed the hotel’s soundproofing could handle.

I wasn't Tati the crisis manager. I wasn't Tati the tourist. I was just a nerve ending on fire. I was a woman getting fucked by two hot men.

I rode the wave for what felt like eternity, shaking, sobbing, completely wrecked. Through the haze, I felt River shudder, his muscles locking up as he fought to hold back, refusing to steal the moment. I felt Cole kiss the damp hair at my temple, whispering a stream of "Good girl, that’s it, so beautiful" that anchored me to the mattress.

When the spasms finally faded to a dull, throbbing glow, I collapsed. River slowly withdrew, leaving me feeling impossibly empty. Cole eased me down until I was face-planting into the duvet.

For a long minute, the only sound was the hum of the AC and the ragged tearing of our breath.

"I think," I muffled into the pillow, "that I have officially resigned from responsibility."

River chuckled, a warm, deep sound. He flopped down next to me, throwing a heavy arm over my waist. "Resignation accepted."

I rolled over. They were beautiful. River was flushed, his hair standing up in every direction, sweat glistening on his chest. Cole was leaning against the headboard, breathing hard, his glasses long gone, looking like a disheveled professor who had just taught a very practical lesson.

And they were both... notably unfinished.

I glanced down. River was still hard, twitching against his thigh. Cole was tenting the sheet.

"You guys didn't..." I gestured vaguely.

"Ladies first," Cole said, reaching out to trace a line down my arm. "We have manners."

"Manners," I scoffed. "You both just railed me in a hotel bed together. I think we’re past etiquette."

"We have time," River said, starting to sit up. "You rest. You look... thoroughly composed."

"I am a puddle," I corrected. "But I'm a greedy puddle."

I sat up. The adrenaline was still pumping through me, mixing with the endorphins to create a heady, reckless cocktail. I didn't want the night to fade into a sleepy cuddle. Not yet. I wanted a visual. I wanted a finale. I wanted to see the control snap.

"Get up," I said.

They both looked at me.

"Balcony," I ordered.

"Tati," Cole warned, a smirk playing on his lips. "It’s a glass railing. The privacy partition is... optimistic at best."

"It's dark," I said, sliding off the bed. My legs wobbled, but I forced them to work. I felt feral. I felt magnificent. "And I want the ocean breeze."

I walked to the balcony doors and threw them open. The sound of the ocean crashed into the room, loud and wild. The air was warm, smelling of salt and night blooming jasmine.

I walked out. The tiles were cool under my feet. I turned back to look at them.

River was already moving, drawn by the challenge. Cole followed a second later, shaking his head, but his eyes were dark with anticipation.

I walked straight to the railing. It was waist-high, tempered glass topped with a smooth, cool metal bar. I had stared at this railing when I checked in, sipping my welcome champagne, and a stray, intrusive thought had whispered: I bet that’s the perfect height.

I was about to find out.

I gripped the cold metal. The wind whipped my hair across my face, smelling of jasmine and low tide. Below, the ocean was a churning abyss of black and white foam, crashing against the shore with a rhythm that sounded like the earth’s heartbeat.

I bent over. It was the most pornographic, debauched, wonderful thing I had ever done. I arched my back, planting my feet wide on the outdoor rug, and gave my hips a little wiggle as a signal flare sent directly to the two men standing behind me.

"Jesus," River breathed. "The view."

"The gorgeous ass," Cole muttered.

Cole moved first. I felt his hands on my waist, thumbs pressing into the dimples of my back. He stepped in close, his jeans rasping against my naked skin.

"You’re a naughty little exhibitionist," he whispered against my ear, biting the lobe. "I suspected it. Now I have proof."

"What are you gonna do about it?" I taunted.

He didn't need further instructions. He gripped my hips, angling me slightly, and drove into me from behind.

"Oh!"

The sound was torn from my throat, carried away instantly by the ocean breeze. It was sensory collision. The cold metal railing digging into my palms, the warm, humid air swirling around my breasts, and the hot, hard invading force of Cole burying his cock inside my slick pussy.

He established a rhythm immediately of slow, deep, punishing strokes. He wasn't being gentle. He was claiming territory.

"Look at the ocean," Cole commanded, his breath hot on my neck. "Scream at it. No one can hear you over the waves."

I screamed. I let go. I moaned loud and long, a sound of pure, unadulterated hedonism as his cock thrust into me from behind. I watched the whitecaps crash below, feeling like the queen of the coast, being taken against a railing while the rest of the world slept.

"Too good," Cole groaned, his pace picking up. "River. Switch. Before I lose it."

He pulled out. The cool air hit my damp skin, a momentary shock, before River was there. He was larger, heavier. He wrapped one massive arm around my waist, lifting me slightly onto my toes, pinning me against the glass.

"My turn," he growled.

He thrust into me with a force that made my teeth snap together. River didn't have Cole’s precision; he had momentum. He pounded into me, shaken by the intensity of it. I felt small and consumed, a fragile thing caught between the storm of the man and the storm of the sea.

I wasn't trying to come. I didn't need to. I was floating in a state of blissed-out brain space, enjoying the sheer naughtiness of it. I was the centerpiece of a very private, very dirty party. I was the object. I was the prize.

"You feel incredible," River panted, slapping his hips against my ass. "So deep. So ready."

"Switch!" Cole barked.

River withdrew, breathless. Cole took his place instantly, sliding back into the slick heat. The pace accelerated. The polite turns were over. They were getting desperate.

Cole thrust into me hard, fast, three, four times, then pulled out. River took over, driving into me with animalistic grunts, his sweat dripping onto my back.

I was a revolving door of pleasure. I was being used, filled, stretched, and emptied in a rapid-fire loop that made my head spin.

"Faster," I begged, staring down at the dark water. "Don't stop. Don't you dare stop."

They didn't. They were racing now, chasing their own release. The friction was unbearable, the heat rising, the sounds of their breathing ragged and harsh against the roar of the surf.

"I'm close," River gasped, his hand tangling in my hair, pulling my head back.

"Me too," Cole hissed, standing right beside him, his hand reaching around to stroke my clit while River drove into me.

I was surrounded. I was overwhelmed. And I knew exactly how I wanted this to end.

"Not inside," I managed to choke out, looking back over my shoulder at two men who looked like they were in physical pain from holding back. "I want to see it. Cover me."


Chapter 10: The Souvenirs

Cover me wasn't a request. It was a permit.

I turned around, pressing my back against the cool glass of the railing, sliding down until I was on my knees on the outdoor rug. The ocean roared behind me, a chaotic soundtrack for what I was about to orchestrate.

I looked up at them. River and Cole stood there, chests heaving, framed by the moonlight and the sheer, raw need I had carved out of them. They looked like gods. They looked like trouble. They looked like they were in physical pain from how much they wanted me.

I reached out. My hands were steady; their bodies were not. I wrapped my fingers around them, River’s thick and pulsing, Cole’s elegant and straining. The skin was hot, velvet-tight.

"Now," I whispered. "Don't hold back."

I stroked them, a fast, ruthless rhythm. I leaned forward and swiped my tongue over the head of River’s cock, tasting the salt of his pre-come, then kissed the underside of Cole’s.

That was the spark in the powder keg.

"Tati…," River groaned, his hips snapping forward, fighting for release. "I’m cumming..."

He broke first. It wasn't a trickle. It was a wave. River groaned, a low, guttural sound that seemed to be ripped from his chest, and then he erupted. Warm, heavy ropes of release hit my chest, my collarbone, splashing hot against the cooling night air.

Cole followed seconds later, his head thrown back to the stars, coating my lips, chin and neck, blending with River’s mark.

I closed my eyes and let it happen. It felt heavy. It felt real. It was physical proof that I, Tatiana the Checklist Queen, had completely conquered these beautiful men. It wasn't degrading. It was an offering.

When the tremors finally stopped, the silence that fell over the balcony was heavy and sweet. I opened my eyes. I was a mess. I was covered in their cum, shining in the moonlight, slick with sweat and semen.

And I started to giggle. It bubbled up from my chest, a sound of pure, delirious joy. I wasn't drunk on alcohol; I was drunk on this. On the freedom of it. On the absurdity of being naked on a balcony at 2:00 AM with two local strangers who had just treated my body like a temple and a playground.

"You look..." River started, leaning down to brace his hands on his knees, grinning at me breathless. "You look like a masterpiece."

"I look like a sticky bun," I corrected, wiping a stray drop from my chin.

I stood up on shaky legs. The night air felt cool against the warm mess on my skin, but the heat radiating from my chest kept me grounded.

"Don't move," I ordered. "Stay exactly where you are."

"Where are you going?" Cole asked, straightening up and watching me with amusement.

"I need evidence."

I turned and ran. I ran naked, breathless, and beautifully messy back into the air-conditioned sanity of the hotel room. I felt the fluids sliding down my stomach, the cool air hitting my damp skin, and I didn't care. I felt feral. I felt magnificent.

I grabbed my phone from the nightstand, the screen lighting up the dim room. My reflection in the mirror caught my eye as I turned with wild hair, swollen lips, and a chest that looked like a Jackson Pollock painting.

Yes, I thought. Absolutely yes.

I ran back out to the balcony. They hadn't moved. They were watching me, perplexed and fascinated, as I stopped by the railing.

"Documentation," I announced.

I turned my back to the ocean, leaning against the glass. I held the phone up high, angling it down. The flash went off, blindingly bright against the dark sea.

I checked the screen. It was perfect. The background was pitch black except for the white foam of a crashing wave. In the foreground, it was just me: chin up, eyes glittering, my chest and stomach plastered with the shining, pearlescent evidence of their enthusiasm. I looked like a goddess of chaos. I deserved to be worshipped and adored.

"Okay," I said, looking up at them. "Group huddle. Squeeze in."

River laughed, a big, genuine, golden-retriever sound, and stepped in on my left. He threw a heavy arm around my bare shoulders, radiating heat like a furnace. Cole moved to my right, sliding his arm around my waist, his fingers resting dangerously close to the slick patch on my stomach.

I held the phone up again.

"Big smiles," I directed, looking at the screen. "Look happy. Look like we just came back from a lovely, wholesome dinner and didn't just defile a four-star hotel balcony."

River grinned, looking boyish and charming. Cole smirked, that knowing, dangerous tilt of the lips that always made my stomach flip. And in the middle, there was me. Hair wild, makeup smudged, grinning like a lunatic.

Click.

I lowered the phone and checked the photo. It was a masterpiece of juxtaposition. From the neck up, it was a standard "Best Vacation Ever!" photo. From the neck down, it was pure, glorious filth.

"Send that to me," Cole said, leaning over my shoulder to look at the screen.

"Absolutely not," I said, locking the phone and clutching it to my messy chest. "This is classified. This is for the archives."

"Selfish," River teased, kissing the top of my head.

"I earned it," I said. The adrenaline finally started to ebb, replaced by a bone-deep exhaustion that felt wonderful. I looked at the two of them, then down at myself.

"Okay," I sighed. "Now you can carry me to the shower."

River laughed and scooped me up effortlessly into his arms, oblivious to the mess. Cole opened the door, leading the way back into the room.

I closed my eyes, resting my head against River’s chest, my phone still tight in my hand. I was going to have to go back to the real world eventually. I was going to have to wear pants and pretend I cared about quarterly projections.

But I would always have the photo in my locked folder. And I would always have tonight.

God, I loved vacation.


Chapter 11: The Exit Interview

The shower in Room 412 was large enough to wash a pony, which was fortunate, because I currently had two large men and a lot of evidence to rinse off.

River carried me in. He didn't ask; he just walked straight past the sink, stepped over the marble threshold, and turned the handle. The water rained down—hot, aggressive, and perfect.

"Put me down," I murmured.

He set me on my feet, but he didn't let go. The water sluiced over us, washing away the sweat, the salt, and the sticky, cooling map of their release. It swirled down the drain, white and frothy, taking my inhibitions with it.

"Soap," Cole requested, reaching for the bottle of body wash that smelled like eucalyptus and rich people.

They washed me. It wasn't sexual, or at least not in the way the last two hours had been. It was service. It was reverence.

River took the sponge, lathering up my back with broad, gentle strokes. Cole took my front, his hands slippery with suds, cupping my breasts, sliding down my stomach, washing my thighs. I stood there, eyes closed, head tipped back into the spray, feeling like a very expensive car being detailed by the world’s most overqualified team.

"You're tender," Cole noted quietly, his fingers brushing against the inside of my thigh.

"I'm demolished," I corrected, though I leaned into his touch.

I felt Cole harden against my hip. I felt River shift behind me, pressing a semi-interested erection against my lower back. The machinery was willing, but the operator had left the building.

"Don't even think about it," I said softly, catching Cole’s wrist. "The bar is closed. Last call was ten minutes ago."

Cole smirked, water dripping off his nose. "Just exploring."

"The shop is closed," I said. "Wash my hair."

They obeyed. They shampooed me. They conditioned me. They treated me like a porcelain doll that they had just thoroughly rattled and were now carefully putting back on the shelf.

When the water turned off, the silence returned. But it wasn't awkward. It was the heavy, satisfied silence of a job well done.

"Out," I commanded gently, pointing to the door. "I need a minute. Use the towels. Put your clothes on if you want to."

They filed out, dripping wet and naked, looking like Greek statues that had been caught in a rainstorm. I stayed in the bathroom. I wrapped myself in a fresh, dry towel and wiped the steam off the mirror.

I looked at myself. My hair was wet. My lips were swollen and bruised a darker shade of pink. There was a faint red mark on my neck where River’s stubble had grazed, and a handprint fading on my hip where Cole had anchored me.

I looked... exactly the same.

The feminist part of my brain, the part that listens to podcasts about empowerment, staged a small intervention. Are you a slut? it asked. Did you just let two strangers use you like a playground? Is this a cry for help?

I leaned closer to the glass. I looked into my own eyes. I didn't look broken. I didn't look desperate. I looked like a woman who had seen a buffet and decided, for once in her calorie-counting, risk-assessing life, to eat everything on the plate.

If a man had done this: gone to a tropical island, bedded two beautiful locals, and walked away with a smile, he’d be a legend. He’d be Bond.

I wasn't a slut. I was a tourist. I came. I saw. I conquered. And then I got double-teamed on a balcony.

"I am a pioneer," I whispered to my reflection.

I smiled. It was a real smile. I wasn't going to go home and start a throuple. I wasn't going to change my life. I was going to go home, do my work, and occasionally, when the meeting dragged on too long, I was going to close my eyes and remember the weight of River and the taste of Cole.

I dropped the towel and put on the second hotel robe. It was crisp, white, and felt like armor.

I padded out into the bedroom. The energy had shifted. The dim, sex-heavy atmosphere had evaporated, replaced by the practical reality of 3:00 AM.

River was back in his board shorts and t-shirt, looking fresh and golden. Cole had pulled his jeans and button-down back on, looking once again like the cynical bartender, though his hair was still damp and chaotic.

They weren't lingering. They weren't waiting for a cuddle or a conversation about our feelings. They read the room perfectly. The event was over. The guests were leaving.

"You look decent," Cole said, leaning against the doorframe, hands in his pockets.

"I look comfortable," I said. "There's a difference."

River walked over. He wrapped me in a hug that lifted me off my toes. He smelled like hotel soap and lingering ocean.

"You are incredible, Tati," he murmured into my hair. "Seriously. Best night of the season."

"You set a high bar," I told him, patting his broad back. "Try not to break the next one."

He set me down, grinning.

I turned to Cole. He didn't hug me. He reached out and took my hand, bringing it to his lips. He kissed the knuckles, his eyes locked on mine. It was a courtly, surprisingly old-fashioned gesture from a man who had just rimmed me on a balcony.

"Safe travels, Tati," he said. "Write a good story."

"I always do."

There was no exchange of numbers. No "let’s grab brunch tomorrow." No "text me when you land." We all knew the rules. This was a bubble. If we tried to take it outside, it would pop.

"Go," I said, shooing them. "I have a date with a pillow."

They opened the door.

"Bye, Tati," River whispered.

Cole just nodded, a final salute. Then the door clicked shut. I listened to the heavy thud of the deadbolt sliding home.

I was alone. The room was quiet. The AC hummed.

I walked over to the door and double-checked the lock, flipping the security latch. Not because I was scared, but because I was done.

I leaned my forehead against the cool wood and started to laugh. A soft, breathless chuckle.

I knew exactly what was going to happen. They were roommates. They were going to walk down that hallway, get into the elevator, and look at each other. They were going to debrief. They were going to talk about the balcony. They were going to talk about how wet I was, how loud I screamed.

For years, maybe for the rest of their friendship, I would be a legend. I would be "The Tourist." The one who took them both. The one who made them finish on a glass railing.

I wasn't a notch on their bedpost. They were a chapter in my memoir. It was an incredibly empowering thought.

I turned off the lights, leaving the room in darkness save for the moonlight spilling in from the balcony. I climbed into the bed, the scene of the crime, and pulled the duvet up to my chin. My body ached in the best possible way. My muscles were loose, my mind was quiet.

I closed my eyes. I didn't dream of emails. I didn't dream of my ex. I slept like a baby, alone, satisfied, and absolutely victorious.


A Note from Zoya Lane

Hey there, sun-lover,

Thanks for peeking in on Room 412. I hope you’re feeling sun-kissed, thoroughly spoiled, and looking at glass balcony railings with a terrifying new appreciation. Honestly, who needs a souvenir keychain when the view from the edge is that spectacular?

If River and Cole made you sweat, squirm in your lounger, or consider booking a surfing lesson just to see what the instructor looks like wet, do a girl a favor and tell a friend, or better yet, leave a review. Reviews keep these wicked little vacations alive and give me an excuse to mix up a French 75 (Cole’s recipe, obviously, not the watered-down well version) and start plotting the next itinerary.

When you’re ready to pack your bags for another trip, I have other juicy confessions and experiments waiting for you:

Sweating with Her Gym Crushes: A high-intensity study on elevated heart rates, heavy lifting, and the "cardio" benefits of two very buff gym buddies.

My First Threesome Experiment: A college party, two hot guys, and a freshman woman about to learn what college is really about.

The Accidentally Shared Suite: One room, one bed, two strangers. Guess what happens?

Until then, stay curious, stay hydrated (saltwater is drying, darling), and remember: always trust the bartender, especially when he tells you to turn around.

Love, Zoya Lane
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