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		Milo is meek and mild, always on the tail of his best friend Carlo. But when they head out on a Mexican vacation together and Carlo forces him to spend some time handling life on his own, Milo gets more than he’s bargained for when an old woman on the beach curves a crooked finger in his direction. Now, as he’s trying to navigate a night with the sexy hotel receptionist, his body is going through all sorts of mysterious changes.
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		CHAPTER ONE

		I stepped off the plane and onto the tarmac. The heat and humidity dropped over me like a wet towel. I opened my mouth, trying to take in a fresh breath of air but the heavy moisture seemed to settle into my lungs.

		A heavy hand clapped me on the back from behind. “Fuck man. Feel that humidity. Mexico, here is your papi!”

		Carlo sauntered off, heading toward the long bay of glass windows leading into the small airport. The sultry Spanish accent of Carlo’s words trailed back to me. If I read his body language right, he’d already lined up a date for this evening with one of the stewardesses. It didn’t seem to matter what country he was in, the man reeled in the women like a seasoned boat captain. All I hoped for was to not get lost. My idea of a vacation was Florida. Carlo, though, insisted that we travel to Mexico. What happens in Mexico... and all that. I shrugged, pulling my heavy backpack farther up on my shoulder. I hurried forward, loath to lose Carlo in the crowd. He had our itinerary and I certainly didn’t plan on spending my entire vacation sweltering on the airport’s tarmac.

		“Hey man,” Carlo said once I located him at baggage claim. “I thought maybe you’d changed your mind.” Carlo turned, grabbing his suitcase off the conveyer belt and dropping it at his feet. “Cheer up. It gets better from here. Beautiful girls, beautiful water, margaritas on the beach...”

		I honestly wondered why Carlo still hung out with me. We’d been best friends since the second grade and you honestly couldn’t find two more unlikely friends. But, for whatever reason, he stuck around, and I was grateful. I still just wasn’t so sure about this trip.

		“Oooh!” I squealed, pointing frantically at my suitcase that had spun past us unnoticed and was about to disappear from sight.

		Carlos jogged down the length of the conveyer belt, grabbing the bag before it escaped. “No problem,” he drawled.

		“Thanks,” I mumbled when he made his way back to me.

		“Come on, dude, let’s get you out of the airport, out of these stuffy ass clothes, and into a bathing suit. Then maybe you’ll relax and enjoy yourself.”

		 

		I trudged along behind him, allowing Carlo to press through the crowd and part ways for us. He hailed a cab, and after the cabbie deposited our belongings in the trunk, we headed off through the stifling streets and toward our hotel.

		“Look out the window,” Carlo commanded. I’d been gripping tight to the armrest, willing my stomach to catch up with the car. Turn signals seemed to be obsolete, and after another blare of a horn, I wasn’t sure I’d survive the trip to the hotel, much less need to worry about Montezuma's revenge wreaking havoc on my already sensitive digestive tract.

		I slowly slid my eyes up from the back of the seat in front of me, and out to the passing buildings and cars outside.

		“What do you think?” Carlo asked.

		“I’m—umm...”

		“Not going to barf, are you?”

		The cabbie eyed me in the rearview mirror, and I shook my head adamantly. “Not going to barf,” I confirmed.

		“Good!” Carlo clapped his heavy hand onto my thigh, squeezing my leg. “Now look out there and tell me what you see.”

		“Uhhh...” I tried to make sense of things as we darted up and down the streets. “Shops,” I said, uncertain.

		Carlo blew out an exasperated breath. “Come on, you can do better than shops. Look at the sun, the chicas, the mamacitas.”

		“I—I don’t even know what that is.”

		“Dude, I am getting you drunk as soon as we hit the hotel. You’re a stick in the mud, man. You need to loosen up.”

		“I’m loose,” I said, sitting up straighter and trying to pay attention to my surroundings.

		“Who do you see out there?”

		“Umm... chicks?”

		“Chicas,” Carlo said, thumping me on the shoulder. “Seriously how have you spent your entire life with me and never learned a single word of Spanish?”

		I shrugged. “I have you to translate.”

		Carlo sighed. “You rely too much on me.” He squeezed my leg, bringing my eyes to him. “You’ve got to learn to do you, Milo.”

		“Oh... no, I don’t think—”

		“And this vacation is a great start,” Carlo interrupted.

		My heart pounded. I didn’t like the sound of that one bit. Not only did Carlo drag me way out of my safety zone, but now he was talking about abandoning me here.

		“Stop,” he snapped, breaking me free from my wallowing. “Look out that window. Who do you see that would recognize you?”

		“Uhh...” I said, staring at the endless array of strange faces.

		“Exactly! No one. There’s not a single person here except for me that knows you. No one even knows your name.”

		“Uh, I do,” said the cabbie as he eyed us through the rearview mirror.

		Carlo waved his hand at the man. “Except for you.” He turned back to me. “Listen, man, this will be good for you. You need to stop the sulking and stop following my tail and just... do you.”

		I felt an unwelcome heat well in my chest. I didn’t want to do me or whatever it was that Carlo wanted me to do.

		Carlo rested his hand on my shoulder, giving it a squeeze as we pulled up to the small, boutique hotel.

		“You picked this place?” I asked.

		“The small places are the best places,” Carlo said. He moved from the cab, collecting his bags from the trunk. He plopped my suitcase down onto the sidewalk, and I gripped its handle, following him into the hotel’s foyer.

		“It’s really small,” I whispered as I stood in the middle of the lobby.

		“Good afternoon,” chirped an upbeat voice from the front desk.

		I turned toward the voice. The girl’s stunning beauty caught me off guard. Her dark brown eyes seemed to smile. Her almost black hair was piled into a bun, but tiny wisps of waves fell around her face. I stumbled forward, my foot catching onto my backpack that I’d dropped down at my feet.

		By the time I’d righted myself, Carlo already stood at the window, his effortless Spanish rolling off his tongue. I stared down at the girl’s nametag—Mariana— mesmerized by the sultry way she spoke her native language.

		I hadn’t noticed they stopped speaking and were both looking at me. Carlo cleared his throat, and my eyes rose up to the girl’s face. My cheeks warmed, my light skin undoubtedly flushing a bright pink.

		“Welcome,” she said to me with a smile.

		“Huh-umm—hi,” I stammered out.

		“We’re checking in,” Carlo said, rescuing me from my blunder.

		Her fingers ran over the keyboard, her short, polished nails tapping silently upon the keys. “Ah,” she said after a moment. “Here we are. Carlo Martez and Milo Sinclair. Two single rooms.”

		“Single?” I chirped out.

		Mariana raised an eyebrow and Carlo interrupted my protest.

		“Yes. Single. Two single rooms for two single guys.” He smiled at Mariana and after another curious glance my way, she continued checking us in. After handing us our room cards and wishing us a good stay, we moved off down the hall.

		“What is wrong with you?” Carlo hissed as soon as we were out of earshot.

		“I don’t know. I guess I just assumed we’d be sharing a room.”

		Carlo blew out an exasperated breath. “We’re not twelve anymore, Milo. We’re two eligible bachelors vacationing far, far from home. We can do whatever we want when we want. We are free to do anything.”

		I stood next to Carlo as he swiped his keycard on his room’s card reader. The light lit green and he swung open the door. I moved to step inside with him, but he barred my entrance. “Go to your room, Milo. I insist.”

		My face fell, and the thought of spending time here alone sunk a lonely ache into my heart.

		“Hey,” Carlo said, bringing my eyes up to his. “It’s for your own good.” He reached forward, squeezing my arm. “I still love you, man. Just as much as always. Now please, I insist. Go have fun. I’ll meet you for breakfast tomorrow morning. Out on the veranda, 9 AM sharp.”

		“Okay,” I said, my voice small. As soon as I turned, Carlo pressed the door closed at my back. “Shit,” I muttered under my breath. I pulled my heavy suitcase down the length of the carpeted hall, trying to shift the weight of my heavy pack on my back. I stopped, standing outside room 204. I stared down at the keycard in my hand, making sure for the fifth time that the door I was about to open was the correct one. I needed to swipe the card three times before the light lit green, and then with a sigh, a pushed open the door. It wasn’t until I’d dropped my bag onto the bed, did I look up from the ground. My eyes widened in surprise. Out through the large, expansive window on the other side of the small room was a gorgeous blue sky, mottled lightly with white, fluffy clouds.

		“Wow,” I said in awe. I stepped forward, tentatively peering out the glass and down to the view below. I could see the veranda with small, round tables and waitresses serving guests. Out further beyond it was the endless view of blue, the water and the sky seeming to meld into one past the soft white sand. I felt an uninhibited smile curl my lips. Carlo was right. It was prettier and more alluring than Florida. Maybe it wouldn’t be too terrible if I went out for a bit on my own. But as my stomach grumbled, and the thought of sitting at the restaurant below all by myself overwhelmed me, I second-guessed my newfound independence.

		The phone on the side table rang, the sharp trill breaking through my thoughts. I hurried to it. “Hello?” I asked uncertainly.

		“Go outside.” It was Carlo. He hung up without another word.

		Of course he knew I was still standing here frozen with indecision. “Fuck it,” I muttered. “No one knows me here.”

		I hurried into the bathroom, splashing water on my face, careful to keep my lips pinched shut and keep any of it from sneaking into my lips. There would be no sense in seizing the day if I was doing it from atop the porcelain throne. I tipped my head up to the mirror, my deep-set, blue eyes staring back at me. “You’re two months past a haircut,” I chastised my reflection, “but it’ll have to do.”

		I slipped free from my plane clothes and rummaged quickly through my suitcase. A pair of board shorts and a plain t-shirt would have to do. I didn’t currently know where my swimsuit was, and I was too excited to spend more time looking. I knew if I wasn’t going to change my mind, I needed to get out of the room as soon as possible. I hurried into my fresh clothes, jamming some rolled bills in one pocket and my keycard in another. I turned in a circle, surprised at myself that my suitcase lay open, my clothes a mess, and I didn’t even stop to hang everything up.

		“Seize the day,” I told myself, and I hurried from the room before I could change my mind.

		I slowed as I reached the lobby. My heart pounded in my chest. I wondered what Carlo was doing. I shook my head, I wasn’t thinking about Carlo at all, I was wondering if the pretty receptionist would still be there. I walked with my head down, peering up quickly as I reached the center of the room. There was a portly, older woman standing there. No sign of Mariana. But then I spotted her near the front doors and I stopped dead in my tracks. Not only was I staring directly at her, but I was also headed in the wrong direction. I had meant to head out to the veranda and get something to eat. I blinked stupidly, she’d caught me paused, my eyes locked onto her. I expected some sort of odd look, but instead, she raised her hand and waved, a smile on her face as she approached me.

		“Hi,” she said. “Milo, right?”

		I nodded, uncertain what I should say or do to make myself appear less awkward. I was suddenly very aware that I was a man on vacation, all by myself.

		“Carlo said I needed to get out on my own,” I blurted. I wanted her to remember that I did have a friend, but as soon as the words left my mouth, I regretted them.

		I watched as Mariana processed this confession, her long eyelashes blinking over top of her dark eyes. But then her lips turned into a smile. “Good,” she said. “I have some of my best days hanging out all by myself.”

		“Oh!” I exclaimed, surprised that someone as pretty and friendly as Mariana would choose to spend time alone.

		She laughed at my surprise, then took my arm, steering me out toward the veranda. She leaned close, whispering to me as we stood, staring out at the water beyond the vast windows. “It’s nice to get a little peace after being here all day.”

		“That sounds nice.”

		“It is nice,” she said. She paused, uncertain. “But maybe I’ll make an exception for you.”

		“I... oh...”

		She waved her hand at me. “Don’t worry, you won’t be disrupting my peace.” Before I could answer, she turned from me, waving. “Enjoy your meal.”

		I waved back, turning toward the glass doors and the water beyond. I wondered how often somebody got eaten by a shark. Or by piranhas. I didn’t know what dangerous things waited in the water. But then I felt a smile light my lips. Had Mariana asked me out? Or was she just being friendly since I told her that Carlo left me on my own? I shook my head. I’d never be able to interpret another person’s intentions.

		Although the meal on the veranda was tasty, and the view incredible, I couldn’t wait to be finished, to move on from sitting alone. No one seemed to notice my solitude, but the thought that I was being watched, being judged, became too much for me. I knew exactly why Carlo had insisted I spend the day alone. He knew that I’d never take a chance, that I’d never become comfortable in my own skin, doing my own thing if all I ever did was trail behind him. I was proud of myself a bit though. I’d left my cell phone back in the room. There was no way I could call Carlo and check up on him. I forced myself into my own seclusion. I’d either enjoy the day alone or I wouldn’t, but still, I’d be spending time with myself.

		I finished eating and headed down to the water. I nervously scuttled forward across the hot sand. Waves of soft powder entered my shoes, heating my feet and scratching at my skin. Enjoy the beach, I chastised myself. I continued moving forward, my face scrunching in distaste over all the sand that found its way into my shoes. I’d at least put my feet in the water, so when Carlo asked if I went in the water, I could say yes. I looked around at the other beachgoers, the oblivious parents tanning on blankets, the kids splashing in the water, and the teenagers laughing and tossing frisbees. None of them seemed to notice me, but for me, I stood out like a sore thumb, like some sort of amorphous blob among fully formed humans. I should have taken an extra moment to find my swim trunks.

		I skittered into the water, the temperature warm and not much different than the air around me. I stared down through the clear water at my pale feet and sharp toenails. I dug my toes into the sand, hiding them from view. A ripple skittered up my spine, and I turned, wondering if I was being watched. My eyes scanned over the beachgoers. None caught my eyes until I paused on an elderly woman who stood with her toes in the water, her long, gnarled nails pointing down at the crystal clear water. I tipped my head, curious as to what she saw. But then her fingers moved upward, and the once clear water washed in an inky black, swirling at first at her feet and then swirling toward me. I tried to move out of its way, but with my feet stuck in the sand, I stumbled, falling backward. Fear heated my chest and I pushed backward, scuttling like a crab on all fours away from the inky black water. I kicked at the slippery ooze that tried to cling to my feet. A cry of fear bubbled up into my throat. I shrieked, the sound echoing around the otherwise peaceful beach. I felt someone grip me from behind, strong arms that lifted me to my feet. I turned in a panic. A large man stared down at me.

		“You alright?” he asked. His voice was deep and gruff, but he stared at me with concern in his eyes. He helped me to my feet, and I brushed the sand from my clothes.

		“I—uhh...” I turned my eyes from him and down to where the inky black and tried to wrap around my feet. It was nowhere to be seen. The water was as clear and peaceful as it once had been. I looked to where the old woman had stood, but in her place stood a young woman, her eyes gazing out across the water, paying me no attention. “I—ummm....” I stuttered again. The man crossed his arms across his chest, his thick biceps rippling with action. I stared down at my feet. “I’m okay,” I said. Before walking away, the man clapped me on my shoulder, sending a heavy quake through my knees.

		“Shit,” I muttered under my breath. I turned back to the water, staring down at the spot where I saw the swirling blackness. Thought I saw it? Maybe it hadn’t been real. Maybe it was a shadow? But as I hurried back to my room, the peacefulness of the day now long forgotten, I couldn’t get the image of the woman out of my head, the way she pointed her twisted nails at me, and the way she seemed to summon the dark entity upon me.

		

	
		

		CHAPTER TWO

		My fingers spread out wide against the glass window. I pressed my forehead against the cool surface, my eyes searching for the old woman. Something was different. I didn’t know what it was, or how to describe it, but I felt something within me. It seemed to swirl within me, swirling through my veins like the black ink that swirled upon the water. Except, I didn’t believe in magic. I didn’t believe in whatever it was I saw. I still hadn’t convinced myself it was anything more than a shadow, but I couldn’t get the sight of the woman’s eyes locking with mine out of my head. It was me she watched. It was me she summoned the darkness upon.

		I pushed back from the window. Searching for one person amongst a sea of beachgoers seemed an impossibility. And even if I did find her, what would I do? I didn’t know what she’d done—past pointing at me and freaking me out that was. I pressed my hands down the sides of my shorts, trying to remove the moisture from my palms. I lifted my hands, staring down at them. They looked the same, but the sensations upon them were different. I turned them over, my eyes gliding over my nails and the light hairs on my knuckles. I shook my hands, trying to dispel the sensation that something was different.

		“You’re losing it, Milo,” I said to myself. I was too flighty for this world. One creepy old woman and here I was hiding in my hotel room and thinking that she’d cast some sort of spell on me. The bedside clock only read 6 PM. I had until 9 AM before I met up with Carlo. I turned around the small room. What was I going to do for the next fifteen hours?

		I flopped forward onto the bed, but when the phone rang, I sprung to my feet in fright. “Shit,” I muttered, clutching my chest. “Hello?” I answered. I’d expected Carlo, but the voice was soft and feminine.

		“Milo?” she asked, uncertain.

		“Umm, yeah.”

		“It’s Mariana. From the front desk.”

		“Oh!” I exclaimed. I was surprised to hear her voice. “Is there... is there a problem?” I questioned when she didn’t say anything else.

		“I shouldn’t be calling you,” she said. “I could get in trouble.”

		“Oh,” I said, wondering why a front desk clerk wasn’t allowed to call guests.

		“Are you busy? Like, right now? I’m getting off shift and if you weren’t busy and you were hungry...”

		My eyes landed on the bedside clock, the clock that reminded me it was my first day of vacation and I was already in my room at 6 PM.

		“Yes,” I said, without thinking.

		“Yes, as in you’re busy?”

		“No! I mean, I’m hungry. And not busy.”

		“Oh! Okay. Good.”

		There was only silence for a moment, and then I heard a group of women talking as they must have passed by Mariana. Then she spoke again. “I’ll order you a cab and give him the destination. Yes sir,” she said loudly. “It’ll be waiting for you in fifteen minutes.” And then she hung up.

		I stared down at the phone. Why would she risk calling me and meeting up if she could get in trouble with her job? I wondered if it was some kind of ruse. But certainly she could tell that I didn’t have any money to steal. Did she actually want to have dinner with me?

		Once the phone started beeping in my hand, I set it back in its cradle. Carlo would tell me to go if he was here. But he wasn’t. He was off doing something without me. “Do it,” I told myself. I grabbed a fresh pair of clothes from my suitcase and hurried into the bathroom, flipping on the shower and quickly undressing. This was so incredibly far out of my comfort zone, but I refused to tell Carlo that I’d spent the entire night in my room alone. At this point, I didn’t care if Mariana asked me out because she felt sorry for me. No one knows me here, I reminded myself. I can do whatever I want.

		

	
		

		CHAPTER THREE

		The cab pulled up to a small restaurant, the building appearing no bigger than a food truck. Tables were full of what I assumed to be locals, and I paused, nervous, with my hand on the door handle.

		“This is the place?” I asked the driver nervously.

		He turned to me, seeming to wonder why I was reluctant to get out of the cab. “Senorita Mariana esta aqui.” The man pointed out the window, toward a girl with long, wavy hair. She’d changed out of her hotel attire and now wore a light summer dress. She turned, smiling when she saw my cab driver.

		She waved, hurrying over to us.

		She spoke rapidly in Spanish to the driver, handing him some cash, before opening the back door, and waiting for me to exit.

		“I’m so glad you came,” she said, wrapping me into a tight hug. Her hair smelled fresh, like coconuts and summer breezes. My hands felt awkward on her back, my long, bony fingers seeming to dig into her flesh. But she didn’t seem to mind. Her body was soft and supple, her hug bringing instant warmth to my chest. I tried not to breathe in her fresh scent too fully but instead allowed the wave of her presence to wash over me.

		“Hi!” I said when she finally pulled back from me. My voice chirped out in a high-pitched squeak, and Mariana raised her eyebrows at the sound. I cleared my throat, trying to muster up the courage to speak again. My voice was usually exceptionally deep and not prone to cracking. “Hi,” I said, this time with my normal cadence.

		She smiled at me. “I’m so glad you could escape,” she said with a wink. I couldn’t help but smile at her, for her eyes seemed to light up her face, and her joyful demeanor seemed to radiate across the otherwise plain atmosphere. “It’s better than it looks,” she said in response to the look I had on my face.

		“I’m sorry,” I said, “I just...” I didn’t know how to describe it. But I knew I would never have gone to a place like this without Carlo. I was out of place and growing more nervous by the moment.

		“Don’t worry,” Mariana said, waving off my concern. “We just don’t get a lot of locals here. We try to find a balance between keeping it a local secret and having it overrun by vacationers.”

		“We?” I asked, uncertain of her meaning.

		She chuckled. Her voice was light and seemed to dance across the breeze. “It’s my family’s place.”

		“Oh. Then how come you don’t work here?”

		Mariana rolled her eyes. “You sound like my papa.”

		“Oh, I didn’t mean—”

		She waved me off. “I’m just teasing. I’m at the hotel because they offer a really nice manager training incentive.” She shrugged. “It beats being inside a sweaty box all day too.”

		Mariana’s gaze trailed outward, out across the sand dunes on the other side of the street and out toward where the moon started to glow full in the sky. With just one wistful look, I knew why she didn’t spend her days at her family’s restaurant. Mariana wanted more for herself. She wanted more, but she also wanted to be free. I’d seen that look on too many people’s faces at the office. Usually, the young kids, fresh out of college, they were lured into the career by the promise of money, only to realize it was a lonely job with no freedom.

		“So,” Mariana said, bringing my eyes back to her face, “what would you like?”

		“Umm...” I looked over the food at the tables surrounding me. “It all looks good,” I confessed.

		“Good!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands together. “You go grab us a table and I’ll order.” Mariana slipped away before I could protest being left alone outside, so I did what she asked and secured us a seat near the edge of the group of tables. I stared down at my hands as I sat, turning them over, and wondering how I hadn’t noticed that my nails and grown so long. I could have sworn I’d clipped my nails yesterday. Maybe it was the fresh air. My mind certainly felt more enlivened, maybe my body was becoming refreshed too.

		Mariana slid into the seat across the table from me, setting down a drink in front of both of us. I wrapped my hands together, placing them in my lap. My eyes flickered across her face before they settled upon my hands in my lap. My mind spun with thoughts of what I should say, but I couldn’t think of anything to talk about.

		“So,” Mariana said, breaking the silence. “Why did your friend bring you to Mexico just to abandon you?”

		My eyes flickered up to her face, but as a small smile lit her lips, I relaxed. “I don’t know,” I said, laughing as I shook my head. “I’m pretty sure he’s trying to teach me some kind of lesson.”

		“Have you been friends long?”

		“Forever.”

		“So you’re really close then?”

		I shrugged. “We’ve been friends since the second grade and he hasn’t disappeared yet.”

		Mariana was silent a moment, seeming to mull over what I’d said. “So you guys aren’t like... more than friends?”

		I sputtered out the sip of Coke I’d just taken.

		“I’m sorry!” she exclaimed as I coughed on my drink.

		I patted myself on my chest, trying to stop the incessant cough. I dabbed at my nose, feeling like the fizzy drink had almost spewed from my nostrils.

		“I’m so sorry,” Mariana said again. She’d moved from her side of the table and now sat next to me. Her hand rested on my back. The warmth of her skin penetrated the fabric of my shirt and I felt very aware of how close to me she was.

		“It’s not your fault.” My voice croaked out the words and I took a tentative sip of my drink as Mariana held it before my lips.

		“I shouldn’t have asked that,” she said. “It’s none of my business. Just from the way your friend eyed the bellboy I thought maybe...”

		I chuckled. “Yeah,” I said. “Carlo... well, his tastes have expanded over the years.”

		Mariana smiled at my casual acceptance of my friend’s interests. “You’re a good friend,” she said.

		“He’s a good friend.”

		“To good friends,” Mariana said, clicking her cup against my own.

		I was silent as a young man approached our table, spreading out a large assortment of food. I smiled nervously up at him, wondering if he was related to Mariana. He didn’t seem overly interested in me though, and after he’d dropped off our food, he walked away.

		“Martin,” Mariana said after he left. “One of my cousins.” She leaned forward, whispering to me. I caught a waft of her hair, the scent breaking through all the smells of the fresh food. And before I could stop myself, I drank the sweet scent into my lungs. She was saying something to me, and I tried to break myself away from her intoxicating scent. “He’s pretty much a grouch. But his mama—my tia Maria—she’s making him work nights here. Keeps him out of trouble.”

		“That’s good,” I said. I sat back from her, eyeing the foods set out before us.

		“Dig in,” she said. “I thought we could share. I wanted you to be able to taste a bit of everything. It’s all excellent,” she said with pride in her voice. “Don’t be shy,” she said when I didn’t yet move. Then, “Would you like me to make you a plate?”

		I nodded. “Would you? I’m not really... well, I don’t know what most of this is.”

		Mariana giggled. “That’s okay. You’re forgiven. Here,” she said, adding some foods to a separate plate, “start with this.”

		I smiled up at her, and she caught my eye. Her long eyelashes fluttered and she suddenly looked nervous.

		I tipped my head down to my plate as I felt heat rise in my cheeks. She was sweet to me, and I’d yet to figure out why. “It’s good,” I muttered when I put the first bite of food in my mouth.

		“I knew you’d like it,” she said. She ate hungrily even though I was certain she ate this food on a regular basis. She gripped a small tortilla in her fingers, swiping it through some of the remaining sauce on her plate. She licked her fingertips clean, and she blushed when she realized I was watching her.

		“I’m sorry,” I said. I looked down at my hands, my heart pounding in my chest. Heat rose up the sides of my neck, and at first, I thought it was in response to my nerves, but then it continued to rise through the sides of my face until I felt a heavy pounding in my head.

		I stood suddenly. All the blood drained from my face. I felt faint and gripped onto the edge of the table.

		“Are you okay?” Mariana grabbed onto me, helping me lower myself back down to the bench. “Do you feel sick?” she asked, nervously.

		“I feel...” I didn’t know how to describe it. I’d gotten really warm and then light-headed, but now that I was seated, I felt pretty much fine. “I... I think I’m okay.”

		“Is it your stomach?” she asked nervously.

		I shook my head, but as soon as I did, I felt overwhelmingly light-headed. I gripped the sides of my head, trying to still the swaying motion I felt within.

		“Should I call someone?” Mariana asked. She had my face in her hands, her nose inches from my own as she inspected my eyes and felt my forehead. “You’re hot,” she concluded.

		“I felt fine a minute ago.” But then I thought back to the old woman at the beach earlier today, and the way I felt like something had been swimming through my veins. If I mentioned anything to Mariana, she’d think I was out of my mind.

		“But you don’t look so good,” she said as she peered even closer into my eyes. She blinked suddenly, alarmed. “I... umm... have your eyes always been this blue?” She squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head like she knew what a ridiculous question that was. “Maybe we should get you back to the hotel.” Mariana stood, sliding her phone out of her pocket and making a call. She spoke in rapid Spanish, before dropping her phone back into the pocket of her sundress. “Julio will be back here to pick us up in ten minutes.”

		“Us?” I asked stupidly.

		“Of course,” she snapped, her voice not harsh yet efficient. “I’m not letting you go anywhere by yourself.”

		“I don’t feel that bad anymore,” I said. That was sort of the truth. I didn’t exactly feel bad, just different, and off-kilter when I tried to stand. “I’m okay,” I said when Mariana gripped me around my waist. But she squeezed me tight to her and I pressed my lips closed, unwilling to give her a reason to move away from me. Her body sunk against mine, her supple body smooth and soft against my own.

		She waved wildly when the taxi pulled into the lot, and I allowed her to help me to the door.

		The man was the same one who’d driven me here, and as I slid into the backseat, Mariana fussing over me as we got in, he gave me a look of discontent.

		I sat in silence, staring down at my hands. My nails appeared even longer, and I couldn’t help but wonder what would cause them to grow so quickly. I squeezed my fingertips into my hand, trying to hide them from view.

		“Are you okay?” Mariana asked when a small yelp left my lips as we pulled away from the curb.

		I swallow down the nerves that seemed to rattle through my body as the cab sped down the road. Darkness had fallen, and I found myself happy that Mariana was sitting next to me on the drive back to the hotel. I nodded sullenly, realizing I’d yet to answer her.

		“Should I call someone for you?” she whispered.

		I shook my head, hoping that my uneasy feeling would dissipate when I got back to my room and laid down. Mariana’s body pressed into my side. Her hand gripped my arm as we navigated the streets back to the hotel. I expected the cab to stop outside the front doors, but instead, it pulled to the side of the building.

		“I can’t walk in there with you,” Mariana said.

		“Oh.” I kept my eyes on my hands and not on her. I didn’t want her to see the disappointment on my face.

		“But there’s a back door,” she said. “I could meet you by your room.” We were both silent for a moment before she spoke. “If you want me to, that is.”

		I had too many thoughts in my head to make any sense of them. Of course I wanted her to come to my room. But then the other part of me felt nervous, embarrassed. I still hadn’t figured out why she’d even asked me out to dinner.

		“You don’t have to,” I said. My voice sounded small and soft, my words lighter than I’d intended.

		“Stop,” Mariana said. “I’m asking because I want to.”

		She slid out of the taxi, passing cash over to the driver. “Will you be okay getting to your room?”

		I slid out of the cab, standing next to her. “I think so,” I said.

		“Good. I’ll go in through the back and meet you there in a minute.”

		She shook out her long hair, draping it forward so it covered the sides of her face. “Can I borrow your overshirt?” she asked. Nervously I took off my button-up, handing it to her. She put on my shirt, allowing the sleeves to drape down over her hands. She looked at me, smiling. “It’s as incognito as I get.”

		I liked the way she looked in my shirt, the soft fabric draping down over her breasts, the light color in brilliant contrast to her dark skin. Heat spread through my chest, and this time I didn’t think it was because of whatever what making me not feel well. Even in her slightly unkempt state, Mariana was stunning.

		“I’ll see you in a minute,” she whispered. And without another word, she disappeared into the dark.

		As soon as she was out of sight, I thanked the cab driver and hurried to the front of the hotel. I didn’t like being outside alone in the dark. A cool blast of air hit my face as I entered the front doors, and my nipples hardened in response. I brought my hands to my chest in confusion, realizing I’d never really noticed my nipples hardening in reaction to the cold before. I hurried faster down the hall and to my room. I dug into my pants pocket, pulling out my keycard and swiping it in the door. It blinked an angry red, and I quickly swiped it again.

		“Shit,” I muttered as the card spun from my fingers and fell onto the floor.

		I looked up in surprise as Mariana picked up my fallen card from the floor.

		“You startled me,” I said.

		“I’m supposed to be sneaking,” she reminded me. She swiped the card, this time the light flashing green as the lock clicked open. She opened the door, waiting for me to move inside before following me into the room. My suitcase still lay open on the bed, and I chastised myself for not being orderly like I usually was. I hurried over to the disheveled clothes, trying to fold them back into the case. “I’m not usually such a mess.”

		“Ha!” Mariana laughed. “This is nothing. You should see how people leave their rooms.”

		“I’m just not usually so disorganized,” I said as I tried to make sense of the clothes. I hurriedly balled up a pair of underwear, shoving them beneath the other clothes.

		Mariana didn’t seem to mind, and as she walked over to the window, I flipped the suitcase closed and sat it on the luggage rack.

		“I... umm—” My voice cracked and I grabbed at my throat. Mariana turned to me, startled. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

		She eyed me uncertainly for a moment but then turned her eyes back to the view beyond the window. A distant fire burned upon the beach, but otherwise, the view below was unmarred.

		“Is it always that quiet?” I asked her.

		She shook her head, looking over at me nervously. “No,” she responded.

		“Do you... do you know why?”

		I could see her reflection in the glass, her eyes nervously scanning the beach below. She was looking for someone, something. Her eyes told me that even though the empty beach made her nervous, she may know why it was so desolate.

		“Mariana?” Her name fell from my lips, the sound delicate and easy like I’d said her name a thousand times before.

		Without turning, she leaned into me, her back pressing against my chest. She reached back, seeking out my hands, pulling them around her middle. She held on to me, and through her chest, I felt the heavy beating of her heart.

		She lay her head back against my shoulder, her soft hair tickling at my face. She still wore my shirt, my scent seeming to be wrapped up within her own.

		“Mariana?” I said again. But as soon as her name left my lips, I felt a slithering stream of heat flow down my arms and enter my fingertips. I reflexively pulled my hands from her grip, afraid that contact with my skin would burn her.

		She turned to me startled. “What is it?” she gasped. I stared down at my hands, watching in silence as pools of red seemed to settle into my fingertips. I shook them out, trying to dispel the heat. She reached for me and I pulled back from her, too afraid that contact with my skin would injure her. “What’s happening?” she asked.

		“I don’t know.” The redness seemed to disappear as quickly as it had appeared. Heat had spread through my cheeks, but I wasn’t sure if that was just from my nerves. “I—I think I’m okay.”

		“Milo,” she said, uncertain. “I don’t like this. I think we should call somebody.”

		“But who?” I asked. “And what would we tell them?”

		“I... I don’t know. I’m just worried about you.”

		From the sound of her voice, I knew it was true. This girl that I’d just met was worried about me. “I just feel bad that I ruined your night,” I admitted.

		She shook her head, smiling at me. “You didn’t ruin it. It was nice.”

		I snorted out a laugh. “Nice? You must have really low standards.”

		“Stop,” she said. “It wasn’t that bad.”

		“Your family probably thinks I’m an idiot.”

		Mariana chuckled. “They think anyone I like is an idiot. You don’t have to worry about that.”

		“Oh, great,” I said sarcastically.

		“Yeah,” she said, pulling me to her. “All I care about is if you’re okay.”

		Her eyes connected with mine, and as my heart beat an overwhelming tempo in my chest, she softly pressed her lips to mine.

		As she pulled away, a burst of air left my lungs. “I’m... ummm.... uhh...” I stuttered out words, unsuccessfully forming a meaningful thought. An overwhelming heat suddenly overtook me.

		“Milo?” Milo!” her voice rose, panic streaking her words. My vision of her grew blurry, but as she reached for me, her hand connecting with my skin, she flashed back into view.

		I blinked rapidly. “I’m okay,” I said.

		“Maybe you should lay down.”

		I nodded in response, and Mariana carefully guided me over to the closest bed. Although my body had just felt near collapse, now it felt strong and agile. I glided into the bed with ease, my once awkward body no longer stumbling over itself. I was thankful for my swift movements, but it was yet one more abnormality that set my mind on edge.

		“You don’t have to stay,” I said when she settled onto the bed next to me.

		“I’m staying,” she said. She kicked off her sandals, crossing her smooth legs beneath her. “We’ll watch Telemundo,” she said.

		“No Telemundo,” I said.

		“With captions?” she countered.

		“Okay,” I agreed.

		She smiled at me, snuggling her head into my shoulder and flipping to the correct channel. I tipped my head over, resting my head over top of her own. I tried to pay attention to the show, but soon I felt myself drifting off to sleep.

		

	
		

		CHAPTER FOUR

		I awoke with a start, my body bolting upright. I blew out a breath of heated air, realizing I was in my hotel room in Mexico, and not in the darkened cave of my dream. The light from the TV flashed across the room, and my eyes trailed over to the body in the other bed. It took me a moment to realize that it wasn’t Carlo, but was instead Mariana, sound asleep. Memories of the night before slowly came back to me through my muddled brain. I felt stuck in my dream, the scenes from it blurring my reality.

		I slipped my legs from the covers and padded silently across the room. I snuck a peek at Mariana’s peaceful face before I shut the bathroom door behind me. Only then did I flip on the light, squinting against the harsh glare. I muddled my way over to the counter, staring at myself stupidly in the mirror. My lips appeared pink, puffier than normal. I squinted at myself. Maybe I was having an allergic reaction? I pressed my finger into my lips, enjoying the way the plump skin seemed to bounce back after I pressed into it. I shook my head, trying to dispel the muddled feeling in my brain. My mind was so slow that I at first couldn’t remember why I’d come into the bathroom, but then, slowly, my bladder reminded me, and I shuffled over to the toilet. I unzipped my pants and slipped my hand down into my waistband. I felt the soft hairs that were normally there, but it took me a moment to locate my cock. I shook my head. What was wrong with me? And then, as I stood there, relieving myself into the toilet, I realized that either my hand had grown exponentially, or my cock had shrunk.

		“No. No. No,” I said. I pushed my pants down to my knees, pulling down my underwear and staring down at the phallus in my hand. I blinked rapidly, trying to clear the sleep from my eyes. It was so... dainty. “What the fuck?” I exclaimed. I bumbled backward, knocking my back off the door.

		“Milo?” Mariana called from the other side of the door. “Are you okay?”

		She banged on the door when I didn’t answer. “Milo!”

		“It’s okay,” I called back.

		“Phew,” she said, blowing out a nervous breath. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

		I looked down at the petite cock in my hand. Things were decidedly not okay, but telling the girl you liked that your cock was shrinking was not one of those things I wanted to deal with.

		I hurriedly shoved what was left of my cock back into my pants. I cracked open the bathroom door, practically smashing my face into Mariana’s as she pressed her nose into the crack. “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked.

		I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to act natural. “Sure. Everything’s fine.” My chest felt swollen, heavy against my arms. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.

		She pushed against the door, bringing my entire body into view. She eyed me skeptically. “How do you feel?”

		“Feel?” My voice croaked out and I grabbed at my throat. “I feel fine.” My voice squeaked, the sound no longer like my own.

		Mariana wrinkled her brows together. “What’s going on?”

		I pressed my lips closed, unwilling to tell her what I’d noticed in the bathroom. Certainly, I was mistaken. I had the urge to shove my hand down the front of my pants to check, but instead, I flipped off the light in the bathroom and pushed my way out the door. When I’d made it back to the bed, I quickly dropped my pants and slid beneath the covers. Mariana still stood by the bathroom door, her hands on her hips.

		“What?” I asked.

		“There’s something you’re not telling me.”

		I shrugged innocently. She slit her eyes at me, scrutinizing me through the darkened room. But then after a moment, her gaze softened, and she moved to me. She stood there in silence, and then her head tipped toward the other bed and then back to me.

		I didn’t know what I was doing, but I reached my hand up, grasping hers in my grip. A smile lit her face and she hurried into the bed, joining me beneath the covers. Her warm body snuggled next to mine, her soft skin grazing against my legs. “Your legs are so smooth,” she said with a smile.

		“Oh, I...” I reached down beneath the covers, surprised by my own skin when my legs felt smooth and hairless. “Hmm,” I said, uncertainly.

		“It’s okay,” she said. “I like it.”

		She nuzzled into my neck, the scent of her shampoo still evident in her hair. I breathed in her soft scent and relaxed my head next to hers.

		I felt a warm tingle between my legs as she trailed her toes up my calves. The sensation was odd, a more encompassing heat than I was used to when I got turned on. She wiggled her body even closer to me, and her arm slid up over my side and down my back. My heart beat in my chest, the tingle of her touch seeming to light all my senses. Even my chest seemed to ache, my nipples twisting in response.

		“I’m—umm...” I tried to speak, but my words crackled as my voice seemed to change. “I don’t know—” I wanted to tell Mariana that my voice usually wasn’t like this, but I never finished my sentence, for she tipped her head upward, her lips pressing into my own.

		Heat flooded my chest, her lips full and soft and tasting like a mixture of sweet and spicy. A sigh left her lips, and I wrapped her tighter in my arms.

		She giggled as I squeezed her to me, her warm breath gliding across my tongue.

		“Easy,” she giggled as I squeezed too tight.

		I slid my hands up her back, my nails tickling across her skin. “Ooohh,” she squealed as my nails scratched against her skin.

		“I’m sorry,” I muttered as her lips reclaimed my own. I pulled my hand away from her back, trying to stare at my nails through the dark as Mariana’s tongue sought out mine. Even in the darkened room, my skin appeared smooth and hairless. Something was wrong. Something was happening. I wanted to tell Mariana to stop, that she shouldn’t touch me, that she’d find things she didn’t want to find, but then her hand slid down the front of my underwear before I could stop her, and she squealed in surprise.

		“Milo!” she squealed. Her fingers slid through the soft hairs between my legs, seeking out my cock.

		But then, her fingers slid against me, and I felt her soft finger sink within my wet core.

		“Ohh,” she moaned as she slid her fingers inside me. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she whispered as she stroked against me.

		My entire being seemed to light with intense heat. Mariana’s fingers slipped in and out of me, my body no longer what it was.

		“I didn’t—whoa.” I puffed out a heavy breath of air as an orgasmic burst of electricity seemed to light my body. “It’s not—I’m not—” I tried to get out my words, but the way Mariana stroked against my wet center made me lose all thoughts. “I.. oohh...” My hips curled against her hand, my muscles tightening as pleasure slammed from my body. I came on her fingers, my body spasming against her.

		Her fingers continued moving against me, and after a moment she found my most sensitive bud, her finger now rubbing against my new clit.

		“Milo,” she chastised. “Why didn’t you tell me?” She kissed my chest, her lips warm even through my shirt.

		“I’m not—it’s not me,” I said as I panted out a breath.

		“It feels like you.” Mariana’s words tickled against my neck as her lips continued upward.

		“I’m different.”

		“Uh-huh,” she moaned.

		I felt another orgasm threaten to overtake me. I wanted to tell Mariana that something happened, that my body was changing, but as she swirled her fingers across my swollen nub, I lost all thoughts, my body jerking wildly as another orgasm overtook me. I felt my pussy clamp upon her fingers, my body jerking in response.

		“I think it was the old woman!” The words burst from my lips, and Mariana’s fingers dropped away from my pussy.

		“What?” she asked. Her wide eyes shone in the glare of the moon coming through the glass, and I immediately regretted the words coming from my mouth. “You saw the old woman?”

		“Uhh...”

		Mariana sat up, the covers falling from her body. Her full breasts seemed to glow in the moonlight, her light summer dress outlining her full form. “Milo. Tell me. You saw the old woman on the beach?”

		I wanted to take back everything. I wanted Mariana to go back to touching me and I wanted to pretend that when I wrapped her in my arms, she’d be mine forever.

		“I did,” I finally said. “So she’s real?”

		Mariana nodded slowly. “Real in that I believe that you saw her.” She shook her head, “But I honestly don’t know how real she is.”

		I sat in silence a moment, staring up at Mariana’s beautiful face. “Have you seen her?” I asked.

		She shook her head. “No, but I’ve had others tell me that they have. She’s been a legend on this beach for generations.”

		I pressed my lips closed, too afraid to ask the questions I wanted answers for.

		“Tell me,” she said. “What did you see?”

		So I told her about the old woman, about her long, pointed nails, and about the inky blackness that sought me out on the water’s edge.

		“You wished to be a girl?” she asked.

		“I didn’t wish anything.” I stared up into Mariana’s eyes, her sweet face urging me to go on. “I was just feeling out of place,” I admitted.

		“Have you always felt out of place?”

		I shrugged, turning my eyes down from her face and across her body.

		“Do you want me to leave?” she asked.

		I gripped onto her fingers, pulling her hand to my chest. “No,” I whispered. “I want you to stay.”

		Mariana snuggled back down in the covers, her body pressed tight against me. Her nose was practically touching mine, her eyes imploring and wide. “Your skin is smoother,” she said. “Even your eyes are brighter.”

		“It tingles,” I admitted, stretching out my legs and enjoying how lean and smooth they felt.

		I didn’t know what Mariana saw in me. And I didn’t know why she wasn’t scared of what was happening to my body, but at the moment, I was thankful that she was by my side.

		A pain suddenly gripped my chest, and I squealed as heat rushed into my cheeks.

		“What is it?” she asked, alarmed.

		“It’s my chest,” I admitted. My chest felt heavy, my nipples were more sensitive than before.

		“Can I?” she asked. I nodded my head and Mariana slid her hand up my shirt, her fingers grazing across my chest. Her lips curled into a smile as she caressed me. Her tongue slipped out from between her lips, her teeth biting into her tongue. “Feel them,” she told me. She pulled my shirt from my head, then grabbing my hand, she placed it over my chest.

		My eyes widened as I found my chest swollen and heavy.

		The way Mariana eyed my budding breasts, it was all she could do to not slip them between her lips. “Go ahead,” I said. “Touch them.”

		Mariana didn’t need to be told twice, for she bent forward, her tongue seeking out my budding nipple. I gasped as her tongue connected with it. And Mariana moaned a deep, pleasurable sound as she sucked my nipple between her lips and into her mouth.

		My back arched, my new nipples more sensitive than I could have imagined. Her tongue flicked over top of it, her hands reaching up and squeezing my swelling breasts in her hands.

		“Touch me too,” she urged as her body writhed against me. She hurriedly pulled down the top of her sundress, exposing her heavy breasts. Her nipples were dark and full, and without another thought, I grabbed them in my hand, squeezing them tight until she moaned against my breast. “Harder,” she murmured against my nipple.

		I continued to knead her breasts. I rubbed my hand against her full mounds, capturing her nipple between my fingers. I squeezed lightly, but then as I rubbed her nipple harder, a burst of air left her lungs and her body churned with desire.

		“I like how you touch me,” she said. She dropped my nipple from her mouth, sliding up and wrapping her arms around my back. Her breasts pressed into my own, and she sighed softly against my throat.

		She traced her fingers along my neck and as she stroked my skin, I realized how soft and smooth my neck now was. I tried speaking. “Hey,” I said, just testing out my voice.

		Mariana giggled. “I think we’re past hey.”

		“I’m just testing things out,” I said. My voice was softer, more feminine, yet throaty, like a sultry rumble.

		“You sound sexy,” she said with a grin.

		“How is this not freaking you out?” I asked.

		Mariana melted into me as I spoke, my voice seeming to turn her on just as much as my changing body.

		“I like girls,” she said.

		“But I started out as a guy.”

		“Uhh-hmmm,” Mariana said as she started caressing my body. “I like boys too.”

		Her hand slid down my back, her fingers finding a much curvier ass than the one I started the day with.

		“You’ve got a sexy ass,” she said as she cupped me in her hand.

		I allowed her to fondle me, but then she looked up at me, pouting. “What about me?” she asked. “Do you like my ass?”

		“Oh! Oh!” I exclaimed. I’d gotten too caught up in Mariana exploring my new body that I’d neglected her. I cupped the full curves of her ass, pulling her body closer to mine.

		“It’s nice,” I murmured. I wanted Mariana to like me, but not only was I really bad at being a guy that girls liked, I assumed I’d be even worse at being a girl that girls liked. But then, as she shimmied out of her dress, and slipped the rest of my clothes from my body, I lost all thoughts. Her pussy was warm against my own, the heat of her seeming to consume my skin. “I don’t know what to do,” I admitted. I hated that each touch of Mariana’s skin against my own made me light with an intense fire, and that I fumbled like a virgin against her sexy body.

		“Just don’t stop touching me,” she said. She slid my hand down between her legs. And my heart pounded in my chest as my fingers connected with the warm folds of her pussy.

		I gently stroked against her, enjoying the way her delicate folds glided against my new, soft skin.

		“Could you?” I asked tentatively. “Could you do that thing to me again?”

		Mariana wriggled against me, her voice deep and husky. “As long as you return the favor.”

		Our fingers slid against each other’s sensitive folds, our bodies writhing together as we stroked each other. My other hand wandered upwards, slowly, nervously, gripping my new breasts in my hand. They were small and pert, each one no more than a handful. And for me, they were perfect. My head tipped back, my neck seeming longer and leaner as it arched back in ecstasy. My fingers glided against the swollen folds of Mariana’s moist pussy, and in a silent tremble, she came softly upon my hand.

		“More,” she whispered when I tried to move my hand away. I loved the way she craved my touch and the way she eagerly consumed my changing body. My hair now tickled down against my neck, and I could feel my eyelashes as they fluttered against my skin. Her breasts pressed into my own, my nipples twisting in delicious pleasure. We spent what remained of the night touching and exploring each other’s bodies. I couldn’t get enough of the way she moaned when she came, and I delighted in finding new ways to bring her to orgasm.

		By the time the sun rose over top of the water, the bright glare lighting through my room, my body had fully changed into its new female form. As Mariana dozed softly upon the bed, I tiptoed into the bathroom. I stared at myself in the mirror, a curious, young girl staring back at me. I was pretty in an understated way, my breasts pert, my eyes wide and bright. I wouldn’t stop any traffic, but standing there, things felt so right.

		I ran my hands down my chest, admiring the way my breasts felt against my hands, and then down to my pussy, where my swollen lips throbbed with relentless desire. I was due to meet with Carlo in an hour, and thoughts of his reaction swirled within my head. A smile curled my lips as I pictured him admiring my new, feminine body. We’d been best friends through it all, and I knew in my heart that our friendship wouldn’t change. Well, I thought with a wicked grin, maybe some things would change.

		I wanted him to meet Mariana. I had hopes that we’d be more than just a vacation fling. I moved back to the bedroom, carefully nudging Mariana awake. “It’s time,” I said.

		She slid from the bed, her naked body exquisite in the morning light. She insisted I wear her sundress to meet Carlo, and after some thought, she fashioned one of my shirts into a short dress for herself. I smiled at her and she smiled back.

		“I’m nervous,” I admitted. I ran my hands down my front, my breasts free beneath the soft fabric of the dress. “I feel amazing,” I admitted.

		“Yes you do,” Mariana said, her lips turning up into a devilish grin.

		My cheeks blushed with a warm heat, and I pressed my fingers against my skin, my cheeks soft and warm against my touch.

		“Don’t worry,” she said, as she took my hand in her own. “I’ll be right here with you.”

		We walked downstairs hand in hand, Mariana skirting quietly past the front desk and out to the veranda. I caught sight of Carlo as we walked through the doors and out into the heat of the morning. He sat alone at a table, his eyes scanning the crowd. And then his gaze stopped, his eyes landing upon me with Mariana at my side. Our eyes connected, a smile spreading his lips as he took me in. And before I could turn, Mariana tugged on my hand, pulling me over to his table.

		“Good morning ladies,” he said, curious over our bold approach.

		Ladies...

		My hand grew clammy in Mariana’s grip as his eyes trailed over me. He smiled, but then the look on his face faltered as his eyes connected with my own.

		He looked quickly to Mariana, and then back to me.

		He leaned forward, his voice a whisper. “Milo?”

		I bent down, my face nearing his. His eyes automatically slid across the tops of my breasts before his eyes drew back to my face. “It’s me,” I whispered back. I opened my mouth to explain—to tell him that I wasn’t just pretending, that I’d changed and that the old lady on the beach had done this to me, but then, from the curious gaze on his face as he looked back and forth between me and Mariana, I knew I didn’t need to say a word.

		He sat back, folding his arms over his chest, a grin overtaking his face. “I told you we could do whatever we wanted.” He chuckled, his voice light and giddy.

		“We?” I asked, uncertain what he meant.

		But then, as Carlo’s eyes connected with my own, I knew exactly what he had in mind.

		“I’ve changed my mind,” he said, speaking to the waitress as she came back to stand next to him. “Three meals to room 204. We’re staying in today.”

		And with that, Carlo stood, linking his arm through mine, and his other hand slipped around Mariana’s waist.

		“Ooh,” he said giddily, as he guided us back inside. “This is going to be the best vacation ever.”

		 

		###
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