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      When Desire Ignites in a Place Where Secrets Can’t Stay Buried

      ★★★★★ "A slow burn done right. Forbidden love, powerful attraction, and a heroine reclaiming her life in the most beautiful way."

      

      Award-winning author Mollie Mathews returns with a sensual later-in-life love story where desire, danger, and destiny collide.

      

      High in the misty hills of Boquete, Panama, where emerald coffee plantations cling to volcanic slopes and secrets are buried as deep as roots in fertile soil, one woman’s inheritance will change everything.

      44-year-old illustrator Mary-Anne Calder came to Panama to settle an estate. She didn’t expect to fall into a love that could destroy her—or save her.

      Drawn to a remote coffee plantation rich with history and shadowed by family rivalry, she finds herself entangled with emerald tycoon and billionaire hotelier Rafael Álvarez—a man as intoxicating as the land itself. Powerful, enigmatic, and dangerously magnetic, he is everything she knows she should avoid… and everything her heart recognises.

      As passion ignites beneath tropical skies, truths emerge that threaten to tear them apart. Loyalties are tested. Old grudges resurface. And the land they both love becomes the battleground for desire, legacy, and survival.

      In a place where love is never simple and trust comes at a cost, she must decide whether to walk away—or risk everything for a future written in fire.

      The Color of Love is a lush, emotionally charged romance set against the breathtaking beauty of Central America, perfect for readers who crave escapism, slow-burn tension, and irresistible alpha heroes with hidden depths.

      

      YOU MAY ALSO ENJOY OTHER STANDALONE ROMANCES IN MOLLIE’S TRUE LOVE SERIES

      Love In Venice (Mauro and  Maggie) (3rd prize, Koru Excellence in Romance Award)

      Love In Mexico (Ruby and Oliver)

      Love In Sicily (Gianni and Kate)

      Love In Montana (Lizzie and Jack)

      Love in Tuscany (Lorenzo and Sophia)

      Love In Greece (Sophia and Aris)

      Love in Santorini (Helena And Damon)

      Love in Memphis (Cassidy and Ethan)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR THE TRUE LOVE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Psychology rules in this romance of personalities

      “I enjoyed reading “Love in Sicily," not only because the setting is one of my favorite places in the world. And not only because I enjoy a good, quick romantic read. This book is even more than just a romance. The survival guilt of the main character starts the psychology going that pulls you into the character of Kate. Her emotions are in full force every step of the way and keep you reading. So it is no surprise that when she meets Gianni emotions run high. And then we even learn a bit about Gianni's issues. I'll stop here so there are no spoiler alerts, except to say I was happy with the ending.  I appreciated the author's understanding of survivor guilt and have a feeling she did some research before writing the novel, which I really liked."

      
        
        ~ Amazon 5-Star Review

      

      

      

      A warmly romantic story

      "Love In Venice is a warmly romantic story. I loved that their hearts seemed to speak to each other almost from their first meeting. I love that we get to see how their lives unfold and their beautiful love for each other."

      
        
        ~ JoAnne W.

      

      

      

      “Love in Montana will grab you and keep you intrigued throughout. Lizzie went through so much upheaval, it was amazing the adjustments she made to her life. She is so talented and beautiful inside and out. Jack would do anything for those he loves, I loved watching him meet the obstacles put in his way. I absolutely loved the awesome ending I’m so glad it went the way it did.”

      

      
        
        ~ Amazon 5-Star Review
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        Life shrinks or expands

        in proportion to one’s courage

      

        

      
        ~ Anais Nin ~

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mary-Anne Calder was forty-four years old, and some days she still caught herself thinking, I dream I’m on vacation. It’s the perfect career for me.

      It was a small affirmation, a private joke she whispered to herself when life felt especially tight, especially sharp. Vacation, she told herself, was the perfect vocation—beautiful places, soft mornings, long horizons. And yet here she was, three weeks before Christmas, standing in the kitchen of the house she had helped build and restore, while the man she had shared sixteen years with unraveled in front of her.

      Roger’s voice cracked the air like a whip.

      He was furious—at the banks, at the economy, at the world—but most of all, at her.

      He hurled his stress and rage as if they were stones, flung without thought or mercy. Every fear he carried, every failure he refused to face, landed squarely on Mary-Anne’s chest. She absorbed it as she always had. She had learned long ago how to be still, how to soften herself around his storms, how to make space for his anger so it would not become something worse.

      No matter how much she contributed.

      No matter how much she gave.

      No matter how she bent herself into peace.

      It was never enough.

      He blamed her for the downturn in his income. Blamed her for not generating enough money to replace it, as if the world had not changed after the pandemic. As if she had not tried to explain—carefully, calmly—that artificial intelligence had decimated her illustration career. For years, she had made a good living illustrating children’s books, pouring warmth and wonder into pages meant to make children feel safe.

      He did not listen.

      He never did.

      Instead, he blamed her for everything and took responsibility for nothing.

      She thought, dimly, I need to leave. But the thought frightened her almost as much as staying. This was her home. She had nowhere else to go.

      She turned away from him and let her eyes roam the space she knew better than her own body. The vast marble open-plan kitchen gleamed under soft afternoon light. Emerald-green chairs imported from Spain circled a bespoke architect-designed table—beautiful, expensive things she had never asked for. Beyond the glass, the lawn swept outward, rolling and manicured, trailing toward the edges of the nine-acre property they owned.

      Once, she had loved the wide horizon stretching across Puget Sound, the water shifting from steel gray to silver depending on the light. From Whidbey Island, the San Juans rose like distant promises—blue silhouettes that seemed close enough to reach, yet always just out of grasp. It had felt like possibility. Like breathing.

      Now it felt suffocating.

      The beauty pressed in on her. The space magnified her loneliness. She needed courage. The kind her grandmother had once summoned—the kind that allowed a sixteen-year-old girl to leave everything she knew and chase a better life across the world. Mary-Anne closed her eyes and imagined that courage taking flight inside her, lifting her the way dreams once had.

      Perhaps one day, she mused, seeding a wish in her consciousness, she might meet a man who truly loved her. She heaved a great sigh and chided herself for dreaming of impossibilities.

      The idea felt as fanciful as a pink unicorn flying across the sky.

      Her mind drifted, as it often did when things felt unbearable, to her grandmother, Regina. Born in Scotland, Regina had grown up under a sky of shifting gray, where endurance was learned early, and dreams were often postponed. At sixteen, she had left everything she knew behind—crossing oceans first to the Pacific Northwest, and later chasing a vision of eternal spring that would carry her even farther.

      Panama.

      A land of warmth and abundance.  There, she had met Einar Calder, a man twenty years her senior, from Norway—wealthy, disciplined, certain of his place in the world. Trained in engineering and architecture, drawn by the promise that had pulled so many men across oceans: the canal. He arrived believing in straight lines and solvable problems. In concrete, steel, and scale. In the idea that land could be mastered if you understood its angles well enough.

      Heat pressed in from every direction. Fever came and went. Men disappeared from the work camps with a speed no blueprint could prevent. The canal was not a project so much as a reckoning—of bodies, of ambition, of how little control even clever men truly had.

      Someone told him about the highlands. Cooler air. Mist in the mornings. Soil that smelled alive. So he climbed—away from the canal’s violence and into Boquete’s quiet promise. What began as convalescence became calculation. Coffee thrived there. European markets paid well. The future, once again, could be engineered.

      He married Regina, purchased large tracts of land at extraordinarily low prices, built an empire, and put his name on the land with the confidence of a man born of privilege, someone who had never had to ask for permission to belong.

      Regina’s letters to Mary-Anne sounded rich with love, purpose, and sun. Her grandmother’s last letter had urged her to come.

      
        
        Come to Panama, she had written. Start again.

      

      

      Regina had never liked Roger.

      If you love each other, why haven’t you married? her grandmother would ask.

      Mary-Anne always replied the same way: He’s already had two wives. He doesn’t want a third. Besides, he hasn’t asked me.

      As if that settled it.

      She never reminded her grandmother that her parents’ marriage had ended in an acrimonious divorce when she was six. It felt unnecessary to explain a history that had never truly claimed her. She had grown up wary of promises, suspicious of institutions that spoke of permanence while quietly rehearsing their exits.

      Love, Mary-Anne learned early, was conditional and sometimes the terms were impossible to fulfil.

      Once, when she was five, Mary-Anne had stood at the top of the stairs while her parents argued below. Their voices rose and fell, not in anger exactly, but in exhaustion—as if they had already stopped fighting for anything that mattered. No one noticed her there. No one looked up. After a while, she went back to her room and closed the door, learning for the first time how easily a child could disappear inside her own house. The same home, in which her brother lay in wait, terrorizing her.

      It was then that the drawings came.

      A lion at first—large, watchful, its eyes steady and unafraid. She drew it over and over, filling page after page with its mane, its quiet power, the way it seemed to stand guard at the edge of something dangerous. The lion did not shout. It did not leave. It stayed. It comforted in a way noone else had.

      Then others followed. Creatures both real and imagined, companions born of crayon, color and paper. They crowded her notebooks, taking up the space she did not dare claim for herself. Through them, she learned how to make something protective out of fear, how to turn silence into shape.

      Long before she understood what art was, Mary-Anne had already discovered its purpose.

      It was how she survived. Both her brother’s beastly behaviour toward her as a child and her parents’ deaths. Both of Mary-Anne’s parents died within the same year. The death certificates were brief. Almost offensively so.

      Cause of death: Sudden.

      No explanation. No contributing factors listed. No neat story she could hold onto. Just a line of text that seemed to say: this is as much as you’re going to get.

      Three years had passed. She realized—sometimes with a flicker of shame, sometimes with relief—that she did not miss them in the way people expected. There was no sharp ache, no hollowing loss. What lingered instead was a familiar distance, the echo of a childhood spent learning how not to need too much.

      Perhaps that was why Mary-Anne had never trusted marriage, never trusted the idea of forever spoken aloud. Not because she didn’t believe in love—but because she had learned that the people who promised it most easily were often the first to disappear.

      The only person she had ever truly loved was her grandmother, and the geographical distance between them had always been a quiet ache in Mary-Anne’s chest.

      Regina knew how cruel Roger could be—though not always. If he had been cruel all the time, Mary-Anne would have left years ago. She understood, too, that Roger had endured his own childhood trauma. In her more honest moments, Mary-Anne recognized the truth for what it was: they were bound together by shared wounds, not shared dreams.

      A trauma bond.

      Not the best foundation for a future.

      Perhaps that was why they never had children.

      Her grandmother had urged her to let the old life die and be reborn, just as Regina herself had done. But Mary-Anne could not—would not—let go. She no longer loved her partner, but the house had become her sanctuary.

      How could she abandon the one place that felt safe?

      

      The answer came just before Christmas.

      “Fucking banks,” Roger snarled, slamming a letter onto the marble counter.

      Mary-Anne flinched. “What’s that?”

      “They want the loan repaid. Or they’ll force a sale.”

      Her heart slammed into her ribs. “What do you mean? You said we were okay. You said they’d wait.”

      “They won’t. The money’s gone. Nothing’s flowing. This whole U.S. economy is broken.”

      She felt the bitter truth of it settle in her bones—the lockdowns, the businesses that never quite recovered, the debt piled high on households and governments alike. They had borrowed too much to renovate this gracious old home, chasing a version of success she had never wanted.

      She had been happy with the rambling house as it was. She didn’t need marble countertops or imported chairs. She wanted a simple life.

      A life that was less—and yet more.

      A life where she felt loved.

      She had warned him. Asked how they would ever repay the debt. He had dismissed her, speaking with the same anger that made her feel small, foolish, invisible. He had shut down her ideas—about using the land, about hosting guests, about letting the property generate income.

      Then COVID came. Borders closed. Businesses collapsed. The money that once flowed like a river slowed to a stream and then dried up entirely. Roger sold his business—their lifeline, his pride, the sports car that had long since stopped being fun to drive. The money vanished.

      Mary-Anne had known this moment would come.

      She simply hadn’t known what would follow.

      

      The email arrived the next morning.

      At first, she thought it was a hoax—one of those scams announcing an unexpected inheritance and promising sudden wealth. But this one was different.

      We regret to inform you that your grandmother has passed. We act on her behalf. In accordance with her instructions, you are required to travel to Panama immediately. She has left her entire estate and business interests to you. There are additional stipulations to be discussed in person.

      Mary-Anne wept—for the woman who had loved her best, for the courage she had not found while Regina was alive, for the life she had delayed too long. Guilt hollowed her out, but beneath it stirred something else.

      Resolve.

      She looked around the house that was about to be sold and thought, If not now, when?

      Her illustration career had been destroyed by AI. Her clients now generated images on their phones and laptops—tools that did not know joy or fear or healing. She had nothing left to anchor her here.

      No family.

      No future she believed in.

      She thought of her brother, Hamish, eleven months younger than her, yet so different. Where she was calm, generous, and kind, he was angry, greedy, and cruel. Was that why her grandmother had left him nothing in the will?

      As a child, Hamish had terrorized her with shadows and invented monsters, shouting in the dark until fear lived under her skin. Drawing had saved her. Art had given her a way to turn terror into beauty, to offer children magic instead of nightmares.

      And now her grandmother was offering her a lifeline. Perhaps, she thought, looking around her home, this was not an ending after all. Perhaps Panama was the beginning she had been afraid to claim.

      She closed her eyes and allowed herself to dream. Somewhere far away, beneath a different sky, a life waited for her—one she could not yet imagine, but she hoped might be the color of love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks later…

      

      Rafael Álvarez stood near the ten-metre Christmas tree rising from the upper terrace of his resort, its lights glowing softly against the vast green wall of the Panamanian rainforest pressing close at Gamboa. Instead of snow and pine, the air carried the wet, living breath of the jungle—lush and heavy—layered with the clean mineral scent of freshly cut stone from the renovation works below.

      Warmth clung to his skin, rolling over broad shoulders dusted with fine grit—the residue of a man who had already walked the site before most had finished their first coffee. His sleeves were pushed back, revealing sun-browned forearms, corded and strong, hands marked by scars earned quietly, competently—the kind that came from making hard decisions and seeing them through himself.

      At his wrist, the cuff of his shirt had shifted just enough to reveal the crest embroidered in gold thread: a lion with wings, poised mid-stride, fierce and watchful.

      Not decorative. Declarative.

      The Álvarez emblem—an insignia recognized in boardrooms, on contracts, and at the gates of properties most people only saw in magazines. A modern dynasty rendered in old-world symbolism, its lineage whispered alongside European banking families and the great houses of Florence. Medici-like in its reach. Relentless in its ambition.

      Rafael was renown globablly as a billionaire not because he flaunted it—but because he embodied it.

      He wore power the way some men wore confidence: without apology, without explanation. As if wealth, influence, and responsibility were simply extensions of his body—tools he had learned to wield with patience and precision.

      The tree shimmered beside him, adorned not with excess, but with deliberate elegance—gold and deep red catching the light, echoing wealth tempered by restraint. Beyond it, the rainforest hummed with life, indifferent to calendars and tradition, reminding him that here, even Christmas bowed to nature’s rules.

      And still, standing there between celebration and wilderness, stone and breath, legacy and season, Rafael felt the unmistakable pull of something shifting—an unease he could not yet name, but one that had nothing to do with the work below and everything to do with what this Christmas might yet demand of him.

      He watched crews move with deliberate care, not rushing, not cutting corners. Reclaimed teak beams were being hoisted into place where the old balustrade had rotted, each piece salvaged, sealed, and reused rather than replaced. Solar panels glinted through the canopy gaps like dark mirrors. He’d fought for that—argued budgets, rewrote contracts, dismissed a developer who’d suggested “faster options.” Faster usually meant cheaper. Cheaper usually meant destruction.

      Not on his watch.

      He inhaled deeply, chest expanding, grounding himself in the rhythm of the place. Howler monkeys roared in the distance, a low thunder that vibrated through his ribs. Scarlet macaws flashed across the treeline, red and blue tearing through green like living brushstrokes. This land wasn’t scenery to him—it was legacy. Responsibility. Duty born of passion and conviction.

      He’d grown up knowing what happened when men took without listening. When they extracted and moved on. He’d sworn—quietly, privately—that this place would be different.

      Every renovation decision carried weight: non-toxic finishes, rainwater capture, native plant regeneration around the foundations so the forest could reclaim what humans had borrowed. He funded local wildlife monitoring, employed villagers who knew the land’s moods, sponsored young biologists who spoke of frogs and orchids with reverence instead of profit margins. Eco-tourism wasn’t a slogan to him. It was a pact.

      A foreman approached and spoke quickly. Rafael listened, nodded once, issued calm instructions. No raised voice. No wasted words. Authority settled on him naturally, like gravity—felt rather than announced.

      When the man left, he stepped closer to the railing. He ran a hand through his hair, black as wet ink, heavy with heat and exertion, the strands falling back into place with careless authority. His eyes moved to the river beyond the pool complex, where the Chagres curved like a muscle beneath the green skin of the forest.

      Four stories below, the rainwater in the swimming pool shimmered through palm fronds, its surface catching the sun in shards of silver. Guests lounged like scattered petals, quiet, reverent, subdued by the heat.

      That was when he saw her.

      Mary-Anne. Though he did not know her name then. She lay stretched on a lounger at the pool’s edge, one knee bent, skin luminous against the pale fabric, hair the color of sun-kissed gold piled loose as if the jungle itself had reached out and tangled it. She wasn’t reading. Wasn’t sleeping. She was staring at the cloudless sky—lost in thought, or listening to something only she could hear.

      Something in his chest shifted. Sharp. Unwelcome. Immediate.

      He didn’t know why his gaze locked, why the noise of the site fell away, why the rainforest seemed to hold its breath.

      Only that she felt… consequential.

      And that whatever quiet order he’d built here—stone by stone, rule by rule—had just been placed in danger. And yet, something was calling him to go  to her.

      Rafael felt it then—the familiar tightening in his chest. The instinct to retreat.

      This was the danger of noticing women like her.

      His strength had always been singular devotion. The ability to think beyond convention, to see possibilities others missed. It was what had carried him through Harvard and beyond, sharpened by his own unfailing instincts, a kind of private magic he trusted more than people. His work life burned with passion and risk and reward. His personal life, by contrast, remained carefully barren.

      His companies were his children. His mistresses. The safe recipients of all the intensity he had never learned how to offer another human being.

      He told himself it was discipline. Choice. Control.

      But the truth lived further back—in the absence of a mother who had disappeared from his world before he was old enough to remember her touch, and a father whose love arrived only as criticism, measured and withheld. No one had ever shown him how to love. Or that it was safe to try.

      Love, to Rafael, was the one instinct he did not possess. And the one he feared most.

      So he gave his heart to what could not leave him. To what he could build, command, and contain.

      Which was why the woman by the pool unsettled him so deeply.

      She asked for nothing. She performed nothing. And still, she pulled at something in him he had spent a lifetime keeping under control.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mary-Anne had not meant to draw monsters.

      Yet somehow, that was what appeared beneath her hand—two slightly lopsided creatures with oversized eyes and crooked smiles, their colors bold and unapologetic, as if they had crawled straight out of a child’s dream and onto the blank page. Lime green. Plum purple. The kind of colors that didn’t ask permission.

      She smiled to herself as she shaded the last curved limb, the pencil soft against the paper, beeswax-smooth in its glide. Around her, the Gamboa Rainforest breathed—slow, ancient, alive.

      The pool lay before her like a sheet of melted turquoise glass, its surface gently disturbed by the quiet ripple of water meeting stone. Somewhere behind her, water trickled down a rock wall in a hushed, continuous murmur, like a secret being told over and over again. Palm fronds stirred overhead, whispering in the humid air, their shadows dancing across the white balustrade of the pavilion to her right.

      She sat at a round glass table, its surface cool beneath her forearms despite the tropical warmth. The air smelled of water and damp earth, of crushed leaves and distant rain. Everything here carried moisture—skin, breath, time itself. Even her thoughts felt softened, as though the jungle had wrapped them in green velvet and asked them to slow down.

      The heroine of this story—though she did not yet think of herself that way—had come to Panama carrying exhaustion disguised as bravery. Puget Sound felt a lifetime ago now, a cooler, sharper place filled with endings she had not known how to grieve until she left. Here, in Gamboa, the world insisted on presence. The rainforest did not allow abstraction. It demanded attention.

      She pushed her notebook closer and studied the page.

      Between scattered handwritten notes—half-formed ideas, fragments of dialogue, questions she had not yet answered—the two creatures stared back at her. One stood with its knees bent and arms dangling, its single eye wide with mischief. The other looked sturdier somehow, more grounded, its expression almost protective.

      She laughed softly, surprised by the sound of it. It felt unfamiliar, like a muscle she hadn’t used in years.

      “This is what freedom looks like,” she murmured, though no one was listening.

      A breeze lifted the corner of the notebook, fluttering the page. She steadied it with her hand, noticing the contrast between the sharp blue of her pen and the warm wood of the pencils scattered across the paper. The act of sketching had arrived without warning, as these things often did. One moment she had been writing, the next she had been coloring, as though some earlier version of herself—the girl who drew for joy, not outcome—had quietly reclaimed her seat.

      In the distance, a pair of scarlet macaws cut across the sky, their cries bright and startling, a slash of red against the pale clouds. She watched them until they disappeared beyond the treeline, her chest tightening with something close to longing. Or recognition.

      This was the moment she would later return to when she tried to explain the shift—the subtle pivot of her life toward something lighter. She would remember the heat of the glass table beneath her palms, the way the humidity made her hair curl rebelliously at her temples, the feel of the pencil grounding her when everything else had felt unmoored.

      She had not known then that love was already moving toward her, still invisible, still unnamed. Not the kind of love that arrived with fireworks or certainty, but the quieter kind—the one that began as curiosity, as play, as permission to be slightly ridiculous in the open air of a rainforest resort.

      She closed the notebook gently, careful not to smudge the colors, and leaned back in her chair. The pool shimmered. The jungle hummed. Somewhere, a man laughed, and the sound carried across the water like an invitation she was not yet ready to answer—but would be.

      For now, this was enough.

      A sketchbook. A tropical afternoon. Two small monsters guarding the page.

      And a heart, slowly remembering how to open.
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      The Sloth Monster appeared without urgency.

      Not in a rush. Not demanding attention. Simply… there.

      She noticed him first in the way one notices a change in temperature rather than a person—an easing, a softening of the air around her. The world seemed to slow its breath. The pool no longer shimmered quite so insistently. Even the rainforest, vast and watchful, leaned back a fraction, as though granting permission.

      She looked down at the fresh page in her sketchbook and smiled.

      This drawing was different.

      The sloth was named because it was said to be lazy, always sleeping, but perhaps Mary-Anne thought, looking at the sloth's soft golden fur and gentle eyes, perhaps it was wise. When did she ever stop to smell the flowers? She ran her hand through her long blonde hair, once soft like the sloth, but now brittle with stress.

      'Or eaten a flower?' she thought, recalling her visit to the sloth sanctuary that morning. The sloth was enticed by the tour guide from his slumber by a plump, strawberry-red hibiscus flower. It gently reached its long-nailed paw toward the flower, curled its nails around the petals, then floated the flower toward its mouth and drew it into its lips. A whisper, a soft breeze, a puff, and the flower was gone.

      'The sloth is so gentle,' she mused. Calm and soft, like she yearned for her life one day to be. She smiled as she remembered how like a blessing, the sky had opened during the tour, and rain fell in a steady shower of sparkling light as if the stars were sending a blessing from heaven, a christening of water just as she reached the Butterfly Sanctuary.

      While others ran for shelter, she stood beneath the rain, smiling, as blue butterflies circled around her and a hummingbird flashed between flowers—a fleeting, almost dangerous reminder that transformation often arrives on the smallest wings, and that even the tiniest creatures possess a joy fierce enough to defy gravity.

      It was the kind of joy she had once carried in spades, before life, and later the cold efficiency of AI, had worn it thin, before it slipped quietly away.

      Her thoughts drifted to her grandmother… and to Finca Colibrí, the vast coffee plantation in Boquete, Regina had left behind, entrusting Mary-Anne not only with land and legacy, but with the preservation of everything she had fought to build. The weight of it pressed softly, insistently, against her ribs.

      She closed her eyes and prayed—for courage, for clarity, for the fierce, tireless energy of hummingbirds and butterflies—to carry her through whatever challenges lay ahead and make her grandmother proud.

      In two days, she would sit across from the lawyers in Panama City. In two days, she would learn the additional stipulations of her inheritance—conditions important enough to demand her presence.

      And though she could not yet name the unease curling in her stomach, Mary-Anne sensed that whatever awaited her would change everything.

      She remembered how she had stood in the rain and watched the tourists throw makeshift plastic ponchos over clothes, then leap across puddles in long white socks and sandals. While they took great care not to get wet, Mary-Anne splashed through the puddles in her jeweled beach sandals and laughed as the rain ran through her hair, down her shoulders, her breasts, her stomach, and, for a reckless, dangerous moment, wondered what it might feel like to have a lover touch her in that way.

      Impossible, she reminded herself. She had no time for love, no desire, no appetite for more heartbreak. Whatever legacy her grandmother had left her would certainly require work. Hard work. Work that she had neither the skill nor the aptitude for, but she would find a way because she could not fail her grandmother.

      But for now, she would rest, just like the sloth, she affirmed, looking down at the drawing. Golden and rounded, the sloth monster sat solidly on the paper, its body shaped like a small sun that had decided to rest instead of rise. One great green eye gazed outward, not alert, not wary, but knowing. Lashes thick and feminine curved upward, giving the creature an air of ancient patience. Its limbs stretched long and loose, unhurried, reaching not to grasp but to touch—to feel.

      One arm extended toward a red flower, heavy and imperfect, its petals thick with color and intention. The other reached outward too, as if to remind her there was no need to choose between holding and letting go.

      She shaded slowly, deliberately, letting the pencil drag just a little. No rush. No outcome. The words ‘sloth monster’ sat above the creature in her handwriting, playful and unguarded, like a confession she no longer needed to hide.

      This one wasn’t mischievous like the others. It wasn’t braced for movement or mischief.

      This one was an invitation to love.

      She leaned back in her chair, feeling the curve of it support her spine, and let her shoulders drop. Around her, small flowers dotted the poolside—yellow, violet, and white, fragile-looking but stubborn in their will to bloom. She hadn’t noticed them earlier. She inhaled deeply.

      The scent drifting through the air surprised her—sweet and green, edged with water and sun-warmed stone. A pair of butterflies drifted past, their wings a wash of sunshine colors, yellow fading into gold, gold brushing orange. They moved without urgency, rising and falling as if carried by an unseen rhythm rather than effort.

      Let go, the moment whispered.

      She felt it then, unmistakably.

      Not the sharp jolt of change she was used to—the kind that arrived through crisis—but a gentler unfolding. A loosening. As if something inside her that had been clenched for years had finally been told it could unfurl.

      The sloth monster looked back at her from the page, unbothered, unafraid.

      You are allowed to soften, it seemed to say.

      You are allowed to smell the flowers, even if the world tells you to hurry past them.

      You are allowed to take your time.

      Her chest tightened—with the ache of recognition. She had lived so long believing that softness was a liability, that love—real love—came with conditions and consequences. Yet here, by a pool in the middle of a rainforest, a ridiculous golden creature with one eye and long arms was quietly dismantling that belief.

      She closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them again, the world felt altered in small but unmistakable ways. The light was warmer. The water kinder. The future less insistent.

      She did not know if she would ever meet a man who truly loved her, but somewhere in her body—not her head—something stirred.

      Perhaps, she thought, she might even open her heart again.

      Not all at once. Not recklessly.

      But slowly.

      Like a sloth monster reaching for a flower.
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      Rafael hadn’t meant to approach, but something in him shifted the moment he saw her by the pool. She was beautiful, yes—but it was the softness of her attention that undid him. The gentle smile on her lips as she picked up colored pencils, the way she drew with the unselfconscious joy of a child, as though no one else existed.

      She had none of the practiced aloofness of the middle-aged princesses from Panama City who pranced around the resort, dripping in diamonds and gold, performing their importance. This woman was absorbed, present, utterly unconcerned taking selfies or being seen. He guessed she was in her mid-forties, yet she carried a radiance that had nothing to do with youth and everything to do with freedom.

      As he crossed the pool terrace, her devotion to whatever she was creating caught and held him. Around her, the languid sounds of water and birdsong seemed to soften, as if the world itself had paused—making room for something quieter, truer.

      She sat with her back half-turned to him, one leg tucked beneath the chair, the other angled toward the pool. Dark glasses lay abandoned on the table, as though she’d forgotten to shield herself from anything at all. Her hair—sun-warmed, loose—caught the light in a way that felt almost intimate, as if he were intruding simply by looking.

      He slowed without meaning to.

      The Gamboa heat clung to his skin, a humid caress he was used to, but something else stirred now—an awareness sharper than climate. He adjusted his stride, aware suddenly of his height, of the way people tended to look up at him. He’d learned long ago how to soften that, how to temper presence with politeness. Boarding school had drilled it in. Panama had loosened it again.

      As he drew closer, his gaze dropped to the table.

      And stopped.

      A sketchbook lay open, its white pages bright against the muted glass. Colored pencils were scattered with careless intention, as if they had been abandoned mid-joy. And there—at the center—a ridiculous, golden creature with one eye and impossibly long arms reached for a red flower, unconcerned with proportion, logic, or time itself.

      A sloth.

      One of the very creatures he had rescued, protected, and given sanctuary to within the resort. And yet this was no naturalistic rendering. It was drawn with the fearless simplicity of someone unburdened by rules. Lines that trusted themselves. Vision uncorrected.

      He felt it then—the quiet punch to the chest he hadn’t known in years.

      It was the same shock he had felt standing before certain artworks he collected—pieces critics had scoffed at for their apparent naivety, their refusal to behave. Art that dared to remember what it felt like before discipline, before approval. Before the world taught you to be careful. He had always known there was courage in that kind of innocence. He had simply never expected to find it here, at a poolside table, rendered in colors by a woman who looked entirely at ease with herself.

      And then, uninvited, came the memory.

      Soft fur beneath small fingers. The muted comfort of stuffed animals his mother used to place beside him—creatures with exaggerated limbs and stitched smiles, guardians of a private world she created to keep him occupied, safe, dreaming. That was before she was taken from his life. Banished. Vanished. Before the house grew cold and love became conditional.

      The joy that followed startled him.

      Forty-nine years on this earth—years spent building an emerald empire that made the world’s great jewelers envious, alongside eco-resorts and five-star hotels polished to perfection—had left little room for such softness. Joy had been inefficient. Unnecessary. A luxury he had learned to do without.

      And yet now it unfurled inside his chest like a golden hibiscus—slow, vivid, and dangerous.

      Because it reminded him of something he had loved once.

      And something he had quietly believed was lost forever.

      He told himself to keep moving. Instead, he stopped beside her table.

      The scent reached him first—yellow petals, freshly bruised, faintly sweet. A flower lay on the page of her sketchbook, placed with love rather than ornament. Not posed. Not arranged. As if the drawing had summoned it there, or the flower had chosen its resting place of its own accord.

      Something tightened low in his gut.

      She was not here by chance. He had learned to recognise patterns—markets, minerals, opportunity. This felt the same. Inevitable. Unsettling.

      He became suddenly aware of her—the fall of her hair, the stillness of her concentration, the quiet authority with which she claimed space without demanding it. The kind of presence that slipped past defences before a man realized he’d been breached.

      He smiled before he could stop himself. The expression startled him. It felt intimate. Exposed. As though he had already revealed too much to a woman who had not yet looked up—and to a future he had no intention of wanting.

      Or trusting.

      “Buen día,” he said, his voice lower than intended, brushed with his education in England and America and warmed by Panama.

      She looked up. And for a fraction of a second, he forgot how to breathe.

      Her eyes sparkled like emeralds.  That particular green—deep, lucid, alive—was one he knew intimately. He had spent decades appraising it in stone form, judging clarity, depth, fire. Yet no emerald he had ever held carried that quiet heat, that sense of something ancient and watchful looking back.

      “Disculpe. Excuse me. I hope you don’t mind,” he added, aware suddenly of the danger in hovering. “I couldn’t help noticing.”

      Her gaze swept over him, curious and assessing. Not the reflexive curiosity of someone surprised, but the deliberate kind—measured, intelligent—as if she were meeting him on equal ground rather than from a seated position.

      There was color on her fingers—yellow, red—smudged proof of creation. Pigment caught beneath her nails, along the fine lines of her skin. He found it absurdly erotic.

      Evidence that she touched the world and left marks. Not extracted. Not acquired. Created.

      And for the first time in years, surrounded by wealth he had built from the ground or extracted from its hiding place beneath the earth, he felt the disorienting pull of something far rarer than da Vinci emerald he had spent his life seeking.

      He glanced down at the drawing, giving himself a moment to recover from the shock of the immediate attraction. The sloth stared up at him, its single green eye unbothered, amused even.

      “Eso no es lo que uno suele encontrar en la piscina.That’s not what one usually finds poolside.”

      Her mouth curved—not a smile exactly, but something slower, more considered.

      “It looks,” he said carefully, “very… unhurried.” He felt her shift in the chair. Felt it like a ripple along his spine.

      “Then I have succeeded,” she said. Her voice was low and warm, with a cadence that moved through him rather than toward him, each syllable landing with quiet intention. It didn’t demand attention; it drew it in, the rhythm of it dancing through his chest, settling somewhere deep and unfamiliar.

      “He’s teaching me how to go slow, how to enjoy just being.”

      “The elusive art of balance,” he said. “I’d like to learn that one day,” He extended his hand before he could overthink what he wanted to say and pull away. “I am Rafael Álvarez. The owner.” He offered it by way of explanation, not to boast.

      Her fingers slid into his palm—warm, steady, utterly unimpressed.. “Mary-Anne,” she said, placing her hand within his, “I am the illustrator.”

      The contact was brief, proper, no sign of flirtation, and yet it struck him low and hard, a flare of awareness that travelled up his arm and lodged somewhere dangerous beneath his ribs. Her skin was softer than he expected. Alive. As though it carried its own quiet current. He straightened slightly, as her palm slid from his, instinctively creating distance even as something inside him leaned closer.

      God, she was beautiful—like the moon and the sun at once.

      Conflict flickered—familiar, unwelcome. He hadn’t come here for this. He was supposed to be working, directing, preparing to build another hotel to add to his already substantial portfolio of luxury resorts. Certainly not noticing the way the floral swimsuit skimmed her body like a second skin—petals of color stretched over sun-warmed curves, baring the elegant sweep of her shoulders, the delicate hollow at her throat. Not noticing the exposed line of her collarbone, or how the faintest movement revealed just enough to unsettle a man who prided himself on control.

      Certainly not noticing how close she was to nakedness, how little fabric stood between him and the undeniable fact of her femininity. Or the way her voice slid under his skin like warm honey—slow, lingering, impossible to ignore—each word finding its way into his bloodstream as if it had always known the path.

      The heat pressed in around them, thick and scented, the air heavy with damp earth and crushed blossoms. Somewhere close, cicadas thrummed, a low, relentless pulse that seemed to echo his own.

      He felt it then—the unmistakable tightening low in his body, sharp and unwelcome, a reaction he had trained himself out of decades ago. Desire was a liability. He had learned that early. He had mastered stillness, restraint, the careful management of impulse.

      And yet his breath shifted, just slightly.

      The tropical warmth clung to his skin, making the distance between them feel intimate, reduced, as though the jungle itself were conspiring to close the space. He became acutely aware of the way she occupied the moment—unhurried, unselfconscious—of how little separated her from him, of how easily his composure could fracture if he allowed himself one careless step closer.

      He did not move.

      But his body had already betrayed him.

      The awareness of her—his hand still pulsing with the memory of her touch, sun-warmed skin caressing his. The curve of her throat, the soft cadence of her voice, unimpressed by his status—settled into him like heat stored beneath stone, quiet and dangerous, waiting.

      And in that suspended second, surrounded by green and shadow and breathless possibility, he understood with sudden clarity that this was not attraction he could control.

      This was the kind that changed men.

      Yet here he was—rooted, inexplicably—enticed like a honeybee caught in the beauty of a fragrant bloom, intoxicated, dizzy with desire.

      Beside them hummingbirds darted and vanished, reckless with their brilliance, drunk on nectar and motion. Nature, he thought, never hesitated to take what it needed. A sudden urge to kiss her swept through him. He imagined—unbidden—what it would be like to trace the yellow line she had drawn, slow and deliberate, with his finger and press it to his lips.

      Instead, he nodded once, restrained, English-educated to the core, control worn like a second skin.

      “I think,” he said, meeting her gaze again—holding it this time—“your drawing is the most beautiful thing I’ve seen all day.”

      The air between them tightened, thick with pollen and possibility.

      He felt it—undeniable, electric—a suspended moment humming with the same reckless energy that drew bees to blossoms and men to women they should leave alone. The jungle seemed to lean closer, flowers opening, insects circling, life insisting on continuation despite consequence.

      Questions rose to his lips and hovered there, restless, insistent.

      Would you like to join me for dinner?

      Would you like to see what happens when instinct overrides restraint?

      He said none of it.

      He waited.

      And for the first time in a very long while, waiting did not feel like control.

      It felt like temptation—alive, dangerous, and far too reckless to ignore.
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