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      For every woman who was underestimated, overlooked, or told to stay in her place—this is your reminder that you were meant to be seen, to lead, and to never apologize for it,
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          AOIFE

        

      

    

    
      I should feel guilty.

      The blade rests in my palm. Its cold weight is a reminder of what I’ve chosen to do. What I’ve become. The room smells of damp stone and fear, the air so thick I can almost taste the tension. Ruairi sits bound in the chair before me, his head slumped forward, his breathing ragged. My twin. My blood. The other half of me, whose shadow I’ve spent my entire life living in.

      And here I am, about to prove once and for all that I’m just as worthy.

      The pendulum swings in the shadows above us. Its steady rhythm echoes the pounding in my chest, a reminder of how little time I have. I trace the edge of the blade with my thumb, watching the light flicker across its surface. One slice. One mark to prove that I’m not the same girl he’s always underestimated.

      “Do it,” Eamon murmurs from the corner. Smooth, steady, unrelenting. He’s the devil on my shoulder, the man who saw in me what Ruairi never would.

      Strength. Ambition. Fire.

      Ruairi lifts his head slowly, his bloodshot eyes locking onto mine. He doesn’t plead. He doesn’t flinch. He merely stares at me with that infuriating mix of defiance and pity, like he still thinks I’m a child playing a dangerous game.

      “You don’t have to do this, Aoife,” he says, his voice hoarse but steady. “You’re not like him.”

      I laugh, though it tastes bitter on my tongue. “And what am I like, Ruairi? A good little girl? The obedient twin? The one you keep locked away while you play king?”

      His jaw tightens, and I see the crack in his armor. My words hurt more than the blade ever could.

      “You’re better than this,” he whispers, his voice softer now. Almost pleading.

      But I’m not.

      I press the blade against his skin. He winces, though he doesn’t try to pull away. My hand trembles. Not because I can’t do it, but because I know this moment will change everything.

      “Better?” I whisper, my voice breaking. “Better doesn’t survive in our world, Ruairi. You taught me that.”

      The pendulum swings lower, its hiss slicing through the silence. Eamon shifts in the shadows, waiting, watching.

      But tonight, I’m not here to be his equal. I’m here to take the throne.

      I tighten my grip, my voice steadier. “You’re right, Ruairi.”

      He blinks, his expression caught between shock and confusion.

      “I’m not like him. And I’m not like you either.”
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      The Maldives wasn’t a lifelong dream or a bucket list destination. It was just next.

      After weeks of shivering through the cold streets of Prague and Helsinki, I craved warmth. Sunlight. Something that didn’t feel like a punishment for stepping outside. And so, here I am, soaking in paradise.

      From the deck of my villa, the turquoise water stretches endlessly, shimmering under the afternoon sun. The private infinity pool glistens, a perfect mirror of the sea. Every detail is designed to soothe, to make me forget the chaos of the world outside this tiny pocket of perfection.

      And for a few moments, it works.

      Traveling is what I do—what my father lets me do. He calls it freedom, a way to see the world, to live a life untouched by the darker corners of his empire. But I know better. It’s a distraction. A gilded cage designed to keep me out of trouble, out of his business, and above all, safe.

      That’s why he funds it all without question, from the penthouse suites in Paris to the remote retreats in the Himalayas. “Go anywhere, Aoife,” he told me. “You can do anything except within the Quigley Syndicate.”

      Da believes I’m too fragile for his world, too good for it. But what he doesn’t see is how this life, this constant moving, learning, and adapting, is preparing me for the day I’ll step into his world, whether he wants me to or not.

      While he thinks I’m sipping champagne and collecting pretty postcards, I’ve been training. Shooting in Moscow, sparring in Bangkok, grappling in Amsterdam. Every skill I’ve picked up is a weapon he doesn’t know I’m forging. One day, I’ll walk into his office and prove to him that I’m not a delicate little girl. I’m every bit as strong and capable as my twin brother, Ruairi.

      But today isn’t about planning my next move. Today’s about relaxing. I lean back in my lounge chair, the warm sun on my skin, and let the soft crash of the waves dull the edges of my thoughts.

      The resort’s beach party starts at sunset, and I’ve already decided I’ll go. It’ll be an easy way to pass the evening, maybe even fun if the cocktails are strong enough.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I make my way to the beach, the sun is dipping low, painting the horizon in fiery hues of gold and orange. The resort staff have gone all out. Tiki torches line the sandy paths, the soft hum of music drifts through the air, and the bar is already swarmed with guests holding elaborate, colorful drinks.

      I tug my sheer cover-up tighter around my white bikini as the breeze picks up. The soft sand is cool against my bare feet. It’s the perfect evening. Quiet enough to think, lively enough to get lost in the crowd.

      With my Tequila Sunrise in hand, I start toward the quieter edge of the gathering. I barely take three steps before a solid wall of muscle slams into me.

      My drink flies out of my hand, bright orange liquid splashing all over me and the sand. My purse slips from my shoulder and spills onto the ground, its contents scattering like confetti.

      “Jesus,” I curse. “A dhiabhal.”

      “I’m so sorry.” The voice is smooth—controlled.

      I look up to see the man responsible. He’s tall, dressed in an expensive suit that immediately stands out against the laid-back crowd. A cell phone is in his hand.

      His blue eyes, vivid and piercing, hold mine with an intensity that’s both unsettling and magnetic. They’re framed by impossibly thick lashes that seem to shift with the light. They aren’t just striking. They’re assessing, as if he’s stripping away every layer I thought I could hide behind.

      His jawline is sharp, framed by the shadow of a day-old beard that gives him a dangerous edge, softened only by the faint curve of his lips like he knows exactly what I’m thinking.

      My gaze shifts, taking in the way the fabric fits him perfectly, hugging his broad shoulders and tapering down to a lean waist. His athletic build speaks of someone used to relying on precision over brute force.

      Beneath the crisp white shirt, unbuttoned just enough at the collar, I catch the faintest glimpse of tattoos—dark ink teasing at his skin, disappearing beneath the pristine fabric. It’s a stark contrast, this blend of refinement and rebellion, and I can’t help but wonder how far the tattoos extend.

      The suit sleeves are smooth and flawless, ending just above strong hands that look like they’d be equally skilled at delivering pain or pleasure. I shiver at the thought before I can stop myself.

      This man isn’t just attractive. He’s devastating. The kind of handsome that’s effortless and entirely lethal.

      He tilts his head slightly, and I realize I’ve been caught. Heat blooms in my cheeks, but he says nothing. Instead, he crouches down, scooping up my spilled belongings and brushing sand off them.

      “My fault,” he says as he straightens, handing me a lipstick tube. “I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

      “You think?” I snap, wiping the sticky drink off my arm. My cover-up clings uncomfortably to my skin, the fabric soaked.

      “I’ll replace the drink,” he says, his tone calm and unbothered, as if it’s already a done deal. “And anything else I ruined.”

      “You can start with my outfit,” I mutter, glancing down at the mess he’s made.

      He chuckles softly, the sound deep and rich, and holds out his hand. “Eamon.”

      I hesitate. There’s something about him, something deliberate in the way he holds himself. He doesn’t look like someone who should be at a beach party in the Maldives.

      “Eve,” I reply, using the name I’ve been going by since I left Ireland.

      He glances at the orange drink now soaking into the sand. “Let me get you another drink, Eve,” he says, his name clashing oddly with the lack of an accent. His voice is smooth, low, and unhurried like he has all the time in the world. “It’s the least I can do.”

      A shiver of heat travels down my spine, and I hate how much I enjoy the way his perusal seems to claim parts of me without even touching them. My pulse quickens, a mix of discomfort and thrill, and I find myself holding my breath, caught between the urge to hide and the desire to let him look.

      “You’re far from home.” The intensity of his eyes makes me feel exposed. Instinctively, I want to cross my arms. Still, something about the way his gaze lingers, deliberate and undeniably appreciative, keeps me rooted in place.

      “So are you,” I reply, my voice steady, though I can feel the tension crackling between us.

      His smile is faint, more a suggestion than an expression, but his sapphire eyes never leave mine, holding me in place. “Am I?” he asks, his tone teasing, challenging, like he’s waiting for me to catch up to some game I didn’t know we were playing.

      The words hang between us, making me wonder what else he sees when he looks at me. What secrets he’s already piecing together.

      He steps closer, the scent of his cologne mingling with the salt air. It’s warm and inviting, with hints of amber and sandalwood wrapped in a subtle spice that’s intoxicating and undeniably male. It suits him—confident and rich, with a complexity that promises more than meets the eye.

      “Come on,” he says, gesturing for me to follow him. His voice drops just enough to make the invitation feel intimate, almost dangerous. “Let’s fix this mess.”

      And for reasons I can’t entirely explain, I follow him. Maybe it’s the way his fingers brush my elbow, barely there but electric, or the way his gaze lingers like he’s imagining things he has no right to.

      I fall into step beside him, my pulse quickening, every nerve in my body on high alert. Whatever this is, whoever he is, I know I should walk away.

      But I don’t.
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      The Maldives.

      A paradise for the rich, the reckless, and the desperate. I fit none of those categories—or so I tell myself. This place is a long way from Dublin, from the cold streets where my life is carved into stone, every move planned, every decision calculated. But some jobs aren’t about strategy. Some jobs are personal.

      That’s why I’m here.

      The deal isn’t complicated. A meeting to exchange money for information. No weapons, no bloodshed, just cold, hard leverage. It’s a simple enough task that one of my men could’ve handled. But this isn’t about efficiency. It’s about making sure the message is delivered face-to-face. They need to know I haven’t forgotten. That no one crosses me without consequence.

      I should’ve finished hours ago. But nothing about this trip has gone as planned. First, the local contact was late. Then, their price went up. And now, the final confirmation is taking its sweet damn time to come through. My patience is wearing thin.

      The resort around me feels like a mockery. Everything is pristine, artificial. The kind of place where couples sip champagne in infinity pools and pretend they’re happy. The type of place where people think they can escape their problems because they paid enough to leave reality behind.

      Not me. I don’t drink the champagne, don’t watch the sunsets, and definitely don’t attend the nightly beach parties. But my business brought me here, and until it’s finished, I have to endure the noise.

      The glow of torches and the thrum of music spill across the sand as I cut through the edge of the party. It’s unavoidable as its the fastest way back to my villa, where I can finally get some goddamned quiet. My phone buzzes in my hand—a message from one of my lieutenants confirming the transfer is complete. About bloody time.

      This deal has been a thorn in my side for weeks. But instead of satisfaction, I feel the familiar hum of tension, a sense that nothing is ever truly finished, not in my world.

      I glance down at my phone to reply, the glow of the screen illuminating my hands. The music from the party thumps in the background, a mix of bass and laughter, and I remind myself I shouldn’t be this close to the crowd.

      My eyes stay fixed on the screen as I type out my reply, not bothering to look up as I cross the packed pathway. And that’s when it happens.

      It’s not a subtle bump or a brush of the shoulders. It’s a full-on, body-to-body collision that jolts me out of my focus.

      “Jesus,” she curses, the frustration spilling over as a Gaelic curse slips past her lips. “A dhiabhal.”

      “I’m so sorry.” I look up, and whatever else I’d planned to say dies in my throat.

      She’s stunning, though that feels like too simple a word. Long red hair cascades over her shoulders, catching the torchlight and gleaming like liquid fire. Her green eyes, wide with surprise, burn brighter than any emerald, holding me in place longer than they should. She’s curvy but toned, the kind of figure that suggests strength and softness in equal measure.

      Her purse has spilled onto the sand, its contents scattered. Keys, lipstick, and a small wallet, but my attention doesn’t linger there. Her drink, a vivid orange concoction, has tipped, spilling down the front of her barely-there white swimsuit. The liquid clings to the thin fabric, highlighting every curve as it soaks through.

      My first reaction is irritation, the kind that flares hot and fast. But the second? Pure, unfiltered desire. She’s angry, and somehow, that only adds to the effect.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she mutters, brushing at the mess as she glares up at me.

      I crouch down without thinking, scooping up a lipstick tube and brushing sand off it before handing it back to her. “My fault,” I say, straightening to my full height. “I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

      Her gaze flickers over me, sharp and assessing, but she doesn’t seem intimidated. “You think?” she snaps, wiping her arm with a futile swipe.

      “I’ll replace the drink,” I say, unaffected, slipping my phone into my jacket pocket. “And anything else I ruined.”

      “You can start with my outfit,” she says, glancing down at the sticky mess on her cover-up.

      A soft chuckle escapes me before I can stop it, the sound deep and low in my chest. Her fire amuses me.

      “Eamon,” I say, holding out my hand.

      She hesitates, her sharp green eyes narrowing slightly as though she’s trying to figure me out. I can tell she’s suspicious. She should be. After a moment, she takes my hand. Her grip is firm, her skin warm against mine.

      “Eve,” she replies.

      “Let me get you another drink, Eve,” I say, my voice dropping lower. There’s no rush to my tone, no urgency. Just a calm, deliberate invitation. “It’s the least I can do.”

      She doesn’t respond immediately, but her body betrays her silence as her nipples pebble under the thin fabric of her bikini. I catch the subtle hitch in her breath. It’s faint, barely there, but I see it. Her eyes never leave mine, though, steady and defiant, even as I sense the tension rolling off her in waves.

      “You’re far from home,” I add, my tone softer though no less deliberate.

      “So are you,” she counters, her pulse fluttering at her neck, a subtle but telling sign.

      Her gaze doesn’t falter even as the tension crackles between us, an invisible thread pulling tighter with every second.

      “Am I?” My voice is laced with challenge.

      Her lips press together, but there’s a flicker of amusement in her eyes now, almost as if she enjoys this verbal sparring.

      The faint scent of her perfume drifts toward me, soft and floral with an edge of something sharper. It suits her. Confident. Intriguing. The kind of scent that lingers, refusing to be forgotten.

      “Come on,” I say, motioning for her to follow. “Let’s fix this mess.”

      She doesn’t move immediately, her gaze holding mine for a long moment. Then, without a word, she steps forward, her chin lifted in quiet defiance as she falls into step beside me.

      The night stretches out ahead of us as the music from the party begins to fade into the background. Whatever business brought me here feels a million miles away now.Because I already know this woman isn’t just another passing stranger.

      She’s something else entirely.
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      What the hell am I thinking following this man away from the safety of the crowd? Danger oozes from him, yet I continue walking. The music and the noise of the party fade into the distance, replaced by the rhythmic sound of the waves lapping against the shore. The only light is from the moon shining overhead, casting silvery shadows that stretch across the path.

      “Where are you staying?” he asks, his voice low, breaking the silence.

      I hesitate for a moment before gesturing ahead. “In a private villa,” I say, my tone clipped, as if that will somehow mask the fact that my pulse is racing.

      “Of course you are,” he murmurs, a hint of amusement in his voice.

      We walk side by side, the tension between us palpable. Every step closer to the villa feels like a step away from reason. My body hums with awareness, my skin prickling under his steady gaze.

      When we reach the villa, he stops just outside the door, turning to face me. “Your key card?”

      I narrow my eyes, gripping the slim card tighter in my hand. “Why should I give it to you?”

      The corner of his mouth curves into a slow, wolfish grin. “Because, love, if I were the big bad wolf, I wouldn’t be asking. I’d already have eaten you.”

      The audacity of his response sends a shiver down my spine. Against every ounce of common sense I have left, I hand over the card, my fingers brushing his for the briefest moment.

      He slides it into the slot, the electronic lock clicking open with a soft beep. He doesn’t step in right away. Instead, he holds the door open, tilting his head slightly as he looks at me. “After you.”

      I step inside, and the awareness of his presence steals my breath. The villa is quiet. The soft glow of the moon filters in through the sheer curtains, casting the room in muted silver tones.

      The moment the door shuts behind him, the air shifts.

      It’s not just tension anymore—it’s a storm, crackling with heat and intensity. Building with every shared glance, every unspoken word.

      What the hell am I doing? The question flashes through my mind again, but it’s drowned out by the pounding of my heart. My body responds to him in ways I can’t control. The magnetic pull between us is impossible to resist.

      He steps closer, his presence overwhelming, and I feel the heat of his body even before his fingers brush a stray strand of hair from my cheek.

      “Careful, Eve,” he murmurs, his voice a rasp that seems to ignite something deep inside me. “You don’t want to get burned.”

      His words are meant to be a warning, but they only make me want to play with fire. A slow smile spreads across my lips, desire pooling in my core as I meet his gaze head-on.

      “Maybe I like the heat,” I say, my voice low and sultry, daring him to push me further.

      His eyes darken, the blue deepening into something stormy and wild. He steps closer, erasing the last inch of space between us. His hand lifts, fingers brushing against my jaw as he tilts my face up to his.

      “You don’t know what you’re inviting,” he whispers, his tone laced with danger and promise.

      “Don’t I?” I counter, my breath hitching as his thumb grazes the corner of my mouth.

      For a heartbeat, we hover there, the tension between us coiled tight, ready to snap. And then it does.

      He kisses me.

      It’s not soft or hesitant. It’s raw, consuming, and utterly unapologetic as he devours me like he’s starving. His hand tangles in my hair, pulling me closer, while the other settles on my waist, anchoring me against the solid heat of his body.

      I taste the faintest hint of whiskey on his lips as his tongue slides against mine, coaxing a moan from deep in my throat. My hands find his chest, fingers curling into the crisp fabric of his shirt, feeling the hard muscle beneath.

      The kiss deepens, and the world around us fades into nothing. It’s just him. His touch, his heat, the way he makes every nerve in my body come alive.

      When we break apart, I’m breathless, and my lips are swollen.

      The look in his eyes sends a fresh wave of desire through me. His thumb brushes over my lower lip. “You taste like trouble,” he says, his voice low and rough, the sound of it unraveling what little control I have left.

      “Then stop wasting time,” I breathe.

      He doesn’t need any more encouragement. In one fluid motion, he lifts me, his hands strong and sure as they grip my thighs. I wrap my legs around him instinctively, my back pressed against the cool wood of the door as he pins me there.

      His mouth moves to my neck, lips and teeth teasing the sensitive skin just below my ear. A shiver courses through me as he nips at the delicate spot, soothing it with his tongue.

      The attraction between us is electric. Every touch, every kiss stoking the fire higher. Eamon’s hands roam my body, exploring every curve, while my own slide under his shirt, desperate to feel the warmth of his skin.

      “Tell me to stop,” he murmurs, his voice thick with restraint, though his body says he’s already lost the battle.

      “Don’t you dare,” I reply, threading my fingers through his hair and pulling him back to my mouth.

      He growls low in his throat, a sound that sends a jolt of pure desire straight through me. The last shred of control between us shatters. In an instant, he tears my bikini top, the thin straps giving way under his strength, freeing my breasts. His hands are on me immediately, rough yet reverent, his touch igniting sparks across my body.

      A gasp escapes me as his lips capture a sensitive peak in his mouth. I arch into him, my fingers digging into his shoulders.

      “You’re fucking perfect,” he murmurs. His hands slide down my sides, firm and sure, as though he’s learning every curve, every inch of me, and committing them to memory.

      The door at my back is suddenly gone as he carries me deeper into the villa, his movements purposeful yet frantic, like he’s barely holding himself together. He lowers me onto the bed, the soft fabric cool against my heated skin.

      He stands for a moment, towering over me, his blue eyes dark and predatory as they roam my body. Slowly, deliberately, he shrugs off his suit jacket and tosses it to a nearby chair, the motion fluid and unhurried, like he has all the time in the world.

      “You’re going to ruin me, Eve,” he says, his voice full of both frustration and reverence.

      I sit up slightly, resting on my elbows. “Maybe I like the idea of being your undoing.”

      That’s all it takes.

      He’s on me again, his mouth crushing mine as his hands explore, leaving trails of fire in their wake. My legs part instinctively to welcome him, and the weight of his body presses me into the bed, grounding me even as every nerve in my body feels like it’s about to combust.

      His lips leave mine to trail down my throat, over my collarbone, and lower still. When his mouth closes over the peak of my breast again, I cry out, my back arching off the bed as pleasure courses through me.

      He growls in response, his hands sliding lower, finding the tie at my bikini bottom. Making quick work of the strings, the fabric slips away, leaving me bare beneath him. His gaze drops, and the raw hunger in his eyes is enough to steal the breath from my lungs.

      “You’re stunning,” he says, his voice almost reverent, though the heat in his gaze tells me he’s anything but saintly.

      His fingers trail along the curve of my hip, teasing, testing, as though savoring the moment before he takes what he wants. My body trembles under his touch, every nerve alive, every inch of me aching for him.

      The corner of his mouth lifts, cocky and deliberate, but there’s nothing teasing in the way his hand moves, his fingers sliding between my thighs to find my slick heat. I gasp, my head falling back against the pillow as he touches me with a skill that feels maddeningly precise.

      “Tell me what you want, Eve,” he murmurs, his voice low and dark.

      “You,” I breathe. “I want you.”
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      Her words undo me.

      “I want you.”

      They’re simple, barely a whisper, but they ripple through me hot, heady, and impossible to ignore. Eve’s sprawled beneath me, her body a masterpiece of curves and softness, her green eyes dark with need. Her fiery defiance has melted into something just as powerful—desire.

      I should savor this. Take my time. But there’s nothing patient left in me. She’s set me ablaze, and I feel myself unraveling under the weight of her words, the look in her eyes, the way her body responds to my every touch.

      I lean over her, bracing myself with one hand on the bed as my other trails down her side, my fingers tracing the curve of her hip. Her skin is warm, soft, and impossibly smooth, and I can’t resist dipping my head to capture her lips again.

      She moans into my mouth, her hands sliding up my chest and over my shoulders, tugging at the buttons of my shirt with a desperation that matches my own. I chuckle against her lips before pulling back just enough to shrug out of my shirt, letting it join her swimsuit on the floor.

      Her gaze sweeps over me, and the heat in her eyes makes my chest tighten. She doesn’t say anything, but she doesn’t have to. The way she looks at me, hungry, captivated, is enough.

      “You’re incredible,” I murmur as I trail kisses down her neck, across her collarbone, and lower still.

      My hand slides between her thighs again, teasing her, testing her. She’s soaked—ready. The sound she makes when my fingers find her most sensitive spot drives me wild.

      “Eamon,” she gasps, my name tumbling from her lips like a prayer, her hands fisting the sheets as her body trembles beneath me.

      My fingers move in a rhythm that has her writhing, desperate for more. “Tell me what you need,” I murmur, my lips brushing her ear.

      Her breath hitches, but she doesn’t falter. She turns her head slightly, her lips grazing my jaw as she meets my gaze, her eyes steady and blazing with intent. “I need you to stop teasing and fuck me,” she says, her voice full of fire.

      Her plea snaps the last thread of control I’m clinging to. I shift, positioning myself between her thighs, and pause for just a moment, taking in the sight of her—flushed, breathless, and utterly captivating.

      “You’re sure?” I ask, my voice low, though I already know the answer.

      She nods, her eyes locking onto mine, and I see everything in that look. Her defiance, her surrender, her trust.

      “Good girl,” I murmur, leaning down to claim her lips again.

      The world narrows to just us. The way she gasps, the way her body molds to mine, the way her nails dig into my back as she matches my every movement. She’s fiery and untamed, and it only fuels me further, driving me to give her everything.

      Her breath catches as I shift, trailing kisses along her jawline, down the column of her throat, and over her collarbone. Her skin is impossibly smooth under my lips, and I savor the way she shivers at each touch. My hands follow, exploring every curve, every dip.

      I continue my descent, my mouth leaving a heated trail down the valley between her breasts, lingering just long enough to draw a soft moan from her. Her fingers tangle in my hair, tugging gently. I glance up, catching her gaze. Her lips are parted, her cheeks flushed, and the look in her eyes, equal parts trust and need, drives me mad.

      I press a kiss to her stomach, my hands sliding down her thighs as I settle between them. Her legs part instinctively, and I run my palms along her soft skin, holding her open for me. She’s breathtaking like this—laid bare, vulnerable, yet completely in control.

      “You’re fucking stunning,” I murmur, my voice hoarse with desire.

      Her only response is a sharp inhale as I lower my head, my lips brushing over the sensitive skin of her inner thigh. I take my time, teasing her, tasting her, until she shifts her hips, silently begging for more.

      When my tongue finally finds her, the reaction is instant. She cries out, her voice raw and unfiltered, the sound rolling through me like a challenge I’m more than ready to meet. Her hips buck against me, instinctive and needy, but I hold her steady, my hands firm on her thighs as I spread her open.

      She’s soaked, and it drives me to the edge of control as I lap at her, slow and deliberate, dragging my tongue through every inch of wetness. Her taste is addictive. Intense and all-consuming. I take my time, savoring every drop.

      My tongue circles her clit, teasing her with featherlight flicks that draw the sweetest sounds from her as her hands twist in the sheets.

      I press harder, flattening my tongue against her as I build a rhythm that has her writhing, her hips lifting off the bed to chase the pressure. She’s fucking perfect like this—wild and uninhibited, every moan and gasp proof of just how much she’s losing herself to me.

      “More,” she demands, her voice breathless. I obey without hesitation, sucking on her clit and rolling my tongue over it in slow, torturous circles. Her reaction is immediate. A sharp, broken cry that echoes through the room as her hands fly to my head, her fingers tangling in my hair to pull me closer.

      I growl against her, the vibration drawing another moan from her lips as I bury my face deeper between her thighs. My fingers dig into her skin, holding her exactly where I want her as I devour her, my tongue flicking and stroking with relentless precision.

      Her body responds to me like it’s mine, her movements frantic and her cries desperate as she teeters closer to the edge.

      “That’s it, love,” I murmur against her. “Come for me. Let me hear you.”

      Her head tilts back, her red hair a wild halo against the pillows as her back bows off the bed. She’s close, so fucking close. I push her further, my tongue working her clit mercilessly as I slide two fingers inside her, curling them just right.

      The combination is her undoing. With a sharp, almost guttural moan, she comes undone, her body shuddering violently as her climax crashes over her. Her thighs clamp around my head, her hands tug at my hair as wave after wave of pleasure wracks her body.

      I don’t let up, my tongue and fingers coaxing her through every tremor, every aftershock, until she collapses back onto the bed, spent and gasping for air.

      Kissing my way back up her body, my lips linger on her flushed skin as I settle over her once more. Her eyes flutter open, and the way she looks at me, sated but still burning, nearly undoes me.

      I’m painfully hard, my body taut with the need to bury myself inside her, to claim her completely.

      “You’re dangerous,” she whispers.

      I smirk, brushing my lips against hers. “And you’re addictive, love. A deadly combination.”

      I brace myself on my forearms, caging her in, my body pressing into hers, the unmistakable evidence of my arousal settling against her thigh. Her lips curl into a slow, wicked smile, her fingers trailing down my chest until her nails scrape lightly over my stomach.

      She pauses at the waistband of my trousers, her wicked smile deepening as she hooks her thumbs under the fabric. Slowly, deliberately, she tugs at the button, her eyes locked on mine as though daring me to stop her.

      I don’t.

      The sound of the zipper fills the charged silence. Her hand finds me, and the second her fingers close around my cock, a shudder rolls through me—sharp, uncontrollable. Everything in me goes still, like my body’s bracing for the storm her touch brings.

      I shift, kicking off my trousers and briefs in one swift motion, the cool air hitting my skin, a stark contrast to the heat radiating between us.

      Before I can move, she does, crawling over me with a grace that’s all sin and intention. Her eyes stay locked on mine, dark with purpose, as she slides lower. Her hair brushes my stomach, a whisper of silk against my skin. Her breath ghosts over the tip of my cock. The anticipation coils tight in my gut, and the groan that rips from me is anything but restrained.

      Then her mouth is on me.

      The wet heat of her lips and the deliberate pressure of her tongue is overwhelming. It’s the kind of pleasure that steals the air from my lungs.

      “Christ, Eve.” My voice breaks as she takes me deeper, her movements unhurried but devastatingly effective.

      She hums softly, the vibration sending a jolt of electricity through me as her hand works in tandem with her mouth, stroking and teasing in perfect rhythm. She’s relentless, confident, and utterly in control.

      Grabbing her wrist, she stills as I shift my body. Before she can react, I grip her hips and flip her over in one swift motion. Her gasp echoes through the room as she lands on her hands and knees. She glances back at me over her shoulder. The wicked curve of her lips sends a jolt of heat straight through me.

      “Decisive,” she says, her voice low, teasing, and full of challenge.

      “You’ve no idea,” I growl as I drink in the sight of her like this, open, waiting. The smooth arch of her back leading down to her perfect ass has every ounce of control I’ve clung to slipping away.

      I kneel behind her, my chest brushing against her back as I press my lips to the nape of her neck, tasting the salt of her skin. My hands explore her, sliding over her thighs, up her sides, teasing the curve of her breasts before I lean back, gripping her hips once more.

      When I position myself at her entrance, the heat of her is almost too much. I slide in slowly, savoring every inch, my groan mixing with the breathy moan that escapes her lips.

      “Fuck.” My grip tightens as her body adjusts to mine, her heat drawing me in completely.

      She pushes back against me, taking me deeper, her movements bold and deliberate. “Harder,” she commands, and I’m more than happy to oblige.

      My thrusts grow stronger—deeper. The sound of our bodies colliding fills the room. Each movement draws her closer to the edge, her breathy moans turning into desperate cries that spur me on.

      “You feel fucking incredible,” I growl, sliding a hand up the curve of her back. My fingers thread through her hair, gripping just enough to tilt her head back as I drive into her, each thrust harder and deeper than the last.

      Her body trembles, the tight heat of her pulsing around me as her climax builds. I reach around to stroke her, my fingers finding the spot that makes her cry out.

      She shatters beneath me, her release hitting her with a force that leaves her gasping, her body clenching around me. The sensation of her, the way she feels, and the way she sounds push me closer to the edge. With a few more erratic thrusts, the tension inside me snaps. My release crashes over me like a storm as I bury myself deep, whispering her name like a vow.

      For a moment, the room is filled with nothing but the sound of our ragged breathing, the quiet rush of waves outside the villa the only reminder that the rest of the world still exists. Slowly, I pull out and collapse onto my back beside her.

      She doesn’t move at first, her chest rising and falling as she catches her breath. Then she shifts, turning her head to look at me. Her green eyes, still dark with satisfaction, meet mine, and for the first time, I see something I can’t place. Something that digs under my skin and refuses to let go.

      Eve’s just unraveled me in a way I’ve never experienced. I know nothing about her other than her first name, yet I feel like I’ve been searching for her my entire life.

      And that thought terrifies me.

      Who the hell is this woman? And why can’t I look away?
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      I’ve hooked up with men before, but I’ve never taken them back to my room. Never allowed them to sleep in my bed. It’s reckless. But I couldn’t stop myself.

      Why this man? Who is he?

      The question plays in my mind as I stare at him, sprawled across my sheets like he owns the place, his chest rising and falling in the steady rhythm of sleep. The moonlight streaming through the window casts soft shadows across his sharp features. For a moment, I can almost forget how dangerous this feels. Almost.

      Carefully, I ease out from under his arm and slide out of bed. My feet are silent on the cool tiled floor. Slipping into my silk robe, I cinch it at the waist, then glance over my shoulder. He’s still asleep, breaths deep and steady, sprawled across the sheets like sin in human form.

      As I move toward the chair, my eyes catch on his clothes. Earlier, he folded them with deliberate precision, as if he hadn’t just fucked me in the shower with the kind of hunger that leaves bruises. It should’ve been endearing. Instead, it twists something deep in my gut, a knot of suspicion I don’t care to examine.

      A quick search of his pocket turns up nothing—no wallet, no clues. Then, my gaze shifts to his phone lying on a nearby table. Bingo. I swipe the screen, but of course, it’s locked.

      Biting my lip, I debate what my next move will be when the ringing of my own phone startles me. My heart leaps into my throat as I grab it, rushing to the deck to avoid waking him.

      As I step outside, I’m greeted by the warm night air and the soft sound of waves lapping against the stilts of the villa, filling the quiet around me. The scent of salt and sea is calming, but it does little to ease the frantic pace of my heart.

      I glance at the screen. Ruairi.

      “Shit,” I mutter under my breath before answering.

      “Finally,” he says, his voice harsh with irritation. “You were supposed to call me hours ago.”

      “I got distracted,” I reply, keeping my voice low as I lean against the railing.

      “Distracted how?” he demands, the overprotective edge in his tone unmistakable.

      “Relax,” I say, rolling my eyes even though he can’t see me. “I was at a beach party and lost track of time.”

      He sighs. “You went dark. Anything could’ve happened.”

      “But nothing did happen.” The lie slips off my tongue so easily. Something definitely did happen, and it’s currently asleep in my bed.

      Ruairi is mid-lecture when I feel it—a presence behind me. My body tenses instinctively as I glance over my shoulder.

      It’s him.

      He’s completely naked, his body silhouetted in the moonlight, every hard line and muscle on display. His eyes are heavy-lidded, his gaze locked on mine with a heat that sends a shiver down my spine. And he’s hard. Impossibly, painfully hard.

      “Everything okay?” Ruairi’s voice crackles through the phone, breaking the spell.

      “Yeah,” I say quickly, turning my back to Eamon and gripping the railing tighter. “Just stubbed my toe. I’m fine.”

      Eamon steps closer, his hands bracketing my hips from behind. My body betrays me instantly as heat pools low in my belly.

      “It’s late, and I’m exhausted,” I tell Ruairi, my voice trembling just enough to make me wince.

      “Aoife—”

      “I’ll call you in the morning.” I don’t wait for a response, ending the call and tucking my phone into the pocket of my robe as Eamon presses his chest against my back.

      “Making excuses, love?” he whispers, his breath warm against my ear.

      “You startled me,” I reply, though my voice lacks conviction as his hands slide up my sides, his thumbs grazing the undersides of my breasts.

      “Did I?” he asks, his tone teasing as he unties the robe, and it slides off my shoulders, pooling at my feet on the deck. Gently, he kicks it out of the way.

      Before I can respond, Eamon spins me around, lifting me onto the railing so that I’m perched precariously, with nothing but his strength keeping me steady. The night air kisses my skin as he spreads my thighs, stepping between them with a confidence that leaves no room for hesitation.

      “Someone could see us,” I say, though there’s no real protest in my voice.

      His lips curl into a smile as he leans closer. “Let them.”

      The heat in his voice sends a shiver through me, and I can’t help the soft laugh that escapes my lips. “Are you always this reckless?”

      One hand slides to the back of my neck, holding me in place as his other grips my hip, pulling me flush against him. “Only with you.” The hard length of him presses against my center. My hands clutch his shoulders as he pushes inside me in one smooth, unrelenting motion.

      The sensation steals my breath. The way he fills me is overwhelming and perfect all at once. His movements are fast and rough, each thrust driving me closer to the edge as my legs wrap around him, holding him tighter.

      The gentle rhythm of the waves mingles with the cries that spill from my lips as he takes me, his pace unrelenting. His hand moves between us, his thumb finding the bundle of nerves that sends electricity shooting through my body.

      “Look at me,” he growls, his voice low and commanding as he thrusts harder, deeper.

      My gaze snaps to his, and the intensity in his eyes sends me over the edge, my body clenching around him as I shatter in his arms. He follows moments later, his movements faltering as his release crashes over him like a storm, raw and all-consuming.

      For a moment, neither of us moves. Our bodies stay locked together, skin slick with sweat, breaths ragged and tangled in the silence. The world feels distant—like it’s paused to let us exist in this one breathless moment.

      With a final brush of his lips against mine, Eamon steps back, helping me down from the railing, his hands lingering on my hips as if reluctant to let go. My legs tremble as I find my footing, my body still humming from the intensity of what just happened.

      When his hands finally fall away, it’s like coming down too fast from a high I didn’t know I was chasing. The space between us feels too wide, too cold. There’s something about him I can’t shake.  He’s a stranger, yet it feels like he sees a part of me I’ve always kept hidden. Like he’s touching a place I’m not sure I want exposed.

      “Who are you?” I ask, the question slipping out before I can stop it.

      He tilts his head slightly, his lips curving into a slow, deliberate smile. “Someone you’ll wish you never met,” he says, his voice deep and velvety. A chill skitters down my spine.

      I narrow my eyes, frustration warring with the undeniable pull he has on me. “That’s not an answer.”

      “It’s the truth,” he counters, stepping closer, his eyes locked onto mine. His hand lifts, his knuckles brushing against my jaw, lingering there as if daring me to push him away. “You should be running from me, Eve.”

      “Yet you’re the one who can’t seem to let go,” I say my voice thick with defiance.

      His smirk deepens, a dangerous glint in his eyes as his hands slide to the back of my neck, pulling me a fraction closer. “Perhaps I don’t plan to.”

      The words hit harder than I expect. It’s a confession cloaked in something darker, something that sets my pulse racing all over again. I open my mouth to respond, to throw his words back at him, but nothing comes out. He’s stolen every thought, every breath, leaving me standing here, exposed.

      “You don’t trust easily,” he says, his voice softer now, though no less intense. “But you let me in.”

      “I wanted to see who you are when you think no one’s watching,” I counter.

      He chuckles softly, the sound low and rich, his thumb brushing along my jaw. “Careful, love. You might not like what you find.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” I whisper, though the tremor in my voice betrays me.

      His eyes flash with something that feels like both a warning and a promise. “We all have our demons,” he murmurs, the words a dark caress. “The real question is, what happens when they recognize each other?”
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      Eve is still sound asleep, her red hair fanned out on her pillow. When my eyes opened, and I realized last night wasn’t a dream, that her naked body was pressed up against mine, I wanted to sink inside her and lose myself all over again.

      I don’t know what’s gotten into me. I never spend the night with a woman. I fuck them and leave them—no strings attached. But there’s something different about Eve. Something mysterious that makes me want to unravel her. To learn all her secrets.

      I’m confident it won’t last. We’ll have some fun for a few days. I’ll fuck her until she’s out of my system, and then I’ll be on my way home. Speaking of home, I need to check-in.

      Sliding my pants on, I grab my phone. The morning air is warm. The salty tang of the ocean lingers on the breeze as I step onto the deck. The water below glistens, a vast stretch of turquoise that would be almost peaceful if my mind weren’t already spinning.

      I glance toward the villa. She’s still asleep. I should leave her there and slip away for a while to clear my head, but something pulls me back. I find myself dialing room service and ordering everything on their breakfast menu. The absurdity of it doesn’t hit me until I hang up, but even then, I can’t bring myself to care.

      My thumb hovers over the screen before I scroll to Seamus’s name and hit call. It rings twice before his gruff voice comes through.

      “Boss.”

      “How’s everything back home?” I ask, keeping my voice low as I glance over my shoulder into the bedroom. The last thing I need is Eve overhearing any part of this conversation.

      “Quiet for now. No signs of movement. But I don’t trust the silence,” Seamus replies.

      “Neither do I,” I mutter, running a hand through my hair. The Callahan’s have been a thorn in my side for months. Their constant skirmishes on the edge of my territory are a calculated game meant to test my patience.

      “You think they’ll make a move while you’re gone?” Seamus asks, the question loaded.

      “They’re not that stupid,” I reply, though the thought lingers at the back of my mind. “Keep the boys on high alert. If the Callahan’s make a move, handle it. Make sure they know where the boundaries are.”

      Seamus grunts in acknowledgment. “And you? Still in paradise?”

      I glance out at the endless water, but it’s not the view I’m thinking about. It’s her—her green eyes and fiery hair that matches her temperament. The way her body welcomed mine as if she was made for me. “For now.”

      “Will you be returning tomorrow?”

      “No,” I say curtly. “I’ve delayed my flight home.”

      “Anything I should know?” Seamus presses, his voice dipping into that careful tone that tells me he’s prying without wanting to seem like he’s prying.

      “Nothing that concerns you,” I snap, sharper than intended. The tightness in my chest comes out of nowhere. It’s unwelcome and hard to ignore. I don’t owe Seamus an explanation. I’m the one in charge. And yet, the fact that he even asked grates more than it should.

      Especially when I don’t have a damn answer myself.

      “Understood,” Seamus says. “Anything else?”

      “Not for now. I’ll check in later.”

      I end the call, tucking my phone into my pocket as I lean against the railing. My jaw tightens as I consider the implications of staying here longer than planned. This was supposed to be a quick stop. Business, and nothing else. But then I met Eve. She’s an unexpected complication.

      Once again, I tell myself it’s nothing. A few days, and I’ll be on a plane home. And Eve? She’ll be nothing more than a memory. Even as I say those words, I know they’re nothing but a lie. The truth is, she’s already under my skin, and I don’t know how to stop it.

      A sharp chime breaks the silence. Room service.

      I drag a hand down my face and force myself to move, grateful for the distraction. Because if I sit in this feeling any longer, I might admit just how deep it already runs.

      When I open the door, I find the attendant standing there with a polished smile, a cart piled high with silver-domed plates and fresh fruit arranged like art. He offers a quiet greeting I barely register, then pushes the cart inside and begins setting everything up with practiced efficiency.

      The soft shuffle of footsteps from behind catches my attention. When I glance over my shoulder, Eve is standing in the doorway of the bedroom. She’s slipped back into the silk robe, the one that barely skims the tops of her thighs. The same one she wore last night.

      The morning light pouring through the windows wraps around her like a spotlight, highlighting every curve beneath the delicate fabric. Her nipples are visible through the thin silk, a quiet invitation she doesn’t even realize she’s giving.

      The room service attendant notices, too. His gaze drifts toward her, lingering a beat too long.

      Jealousy flares hot and sharp in my chest. Unreasonable. Immediate. Mine.

      “Focus on the food,” I snap, my tone cold and cutting as his head jerks back toward the cart.

      “Apologies, sir,” he mumbles, shifting uncomfortably as I step closer, taking the receipt and pen from his hand with deliberate force.

      “Make sure it doesn’t happen again,” I add, my voice low and dangerous as I sign the slip and shove it back at him. “Or next time my reminder won’t be only words.”

      The tension hangs heavy as I step between him and Eve, positioning myself in a way that leaves no room for misinterpretation. He quickly finishes his task and exits the villa.

      “Everything alright?” she asks, her voice soft and still tinged with sleep as the door clicks shut behind me.

      “Perfect,” I reply, though the edge in my voice betrays me.

      “What’s all this?”

      “Breakfast,” I say, gesturing to the feast.

      “Breakfast?” she repeats, her lips twitching like she’s fighting a smile. “You do realize there’s enough food here to feed a small army?”

      I shrug as I sit at the table. “I didn’t know what you’d want, so I got everything.”

      She watches me for a moment, something flickering in her green eyes before she pads over to the table.

      “So,” I say, leaning back slightly as I watch her pile fresh fruit onto her plate. “What does Eve do when she’s not sunbathing in the Maldives?”

      She hesitates for a fraction of a second before answering. “I travel,” she says, her tone breezy, almost rehearsed. My parents are big believers in self-discovery or whatever you want to call it.” She waves her hand. “So, I figured I’d see the world before getting pulled into the family business.”

      “And what business is that?” I ask, keeping my voice casual.

      “Acquisitions,” she says quickly. Before I can press further, she glances up at me with a pointed look. “What about you? What brings you here?”

      I mirror her evasive smile, leaning forward slightly. “My family is in the hotel business. I’m here checking out some property. Expansion plans.”

      “Family business,” she says, her tone teasing as she takes a sip of her coffee. “Guess we’ve got that in common.”

      “Guess so,” I reply, matching her tone. “So, this traveling of yours. Is it always solo?” I ask, trying to find out if she picks up men everywhere she goes.

      “Mostly,” she replies. “I like the freedom. No schedules to follow, no one to answer to.”

      “Sounds lonely.”

      “Not really. It’s liberating, actually. I go where I want when I want. What about you?” she counters. “Does the hotel business keep you tethered to one place, or do you get to travel, too?”

      “Usually, I stay in one place,” I answer with a shrug. “This trip turned out to be a good excuse to mix work with a little pleasure.”

      “Sounds convenient,” she says, lifting a fresh strawberry to her lips. She takes a slow bite, tongue catching a bead of juice before it can slip down her chin.

      It shouldn’t be erotic, but it is. Far too much.

      “You could say that.” It’s all I can manage, my attention glued to the curve of her lips.

      The conversation stalls for a moment, the air between us thick with unspoken truths and the weight of everything we’re both holding back.

      Her eyes flick to mine, steady and unreadable. “What are we doing here?” she asks suddenly.

      I hold her gaze, unsure how to answer. Tension lingers as the unspoken question hangs between us.

      What does happen next?
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      The table is laden with far too much food, but the sheer absurdity of it has sparked an ease between us. Eamon seems at home in this setting, leaning back in his chair as he casually picks at a croissant, his movements relaxed, almost lazy.

      I, on the other hand, can’t seem to settle. My plate is half full, my coffee barely touched, and I find myself hyperaware of every glance he throws my way.

      “So, this traveling of yours,” he says, breaking the silence. “Is it always solo?”

      “Mostly,” I reply, spearing a piece of fruit with my fork. “I like the freedom. No schedules to follow, no one to answer to.”

      His brow arches slightly, the ghost of a smirk tugging at his lips. “Sounds lonely.”

      I shrug, keeping my tone breezy. “Not really. It’s liberating, actually. I go where I want when I want.”

      It’s not a lie, not exactly. But the truth, the real truth, is buried beneath layers I have no intention of uncovering.

      “What about you?” I ask, deflecting the attention back to him. “Does the hotel business keep you tethered to one place, or do you get to travel, too?”

      “Usually, I stay in one place,” he says, his tone giving nothing away. “This trip turned out to be a good excuse to mix work with a little pleasure.”

      His deliberate vagueness is frustrating. “Sounds convenient.”

      “You could say that.”

      Silence stretches between us, thick and humming with something neither of us names. The waves outside lap gently against the villa, a soft rhythm that only makes the charged quiet feel louder. His eyes are on me. I can feel them. Watching. Waiting. Wanting.

      I shift in my seat, suddenly too aware of the silk clinging to my skin, of the lingering taste of strawberry on my lips. My tongue darts out to catch a drop of juice at the corner of my mouth, and when I glance up, I find his gaze hasn’t moved.

      The question pounds in my mind, unrelenting, until it spills out before I can stop it. “What are we doing?”

      His gaze sharpens, and he leans back slightly in his chair, studying me with that unreadable expression that I’m beginning to recognize as his default. “Enjoying ourselves,” he says smoothly. “Isn’t that enough?”

      It should be. It has to be. Because I’m not interested in anything more. I have plans—plans that don’t involve entangling myself with a man.

      My focus is on something far more important. Proving to my father that I’m more than just the Quigley family’s untouchable daughter. That I’m capable, ruthless, and worthy of stepping into the Syndicate he refuses to let me touch.

      A relationship doesn’t fit into that picture. Love doesn’t fit into that picture. And yet, as I sit here with Eamon’s dark, penetrating gaze fixed on me, I can’t help but feel like I’m teetering on the edge of something I can’t control.

      “Maybe it is,” I say, shrugging as if I’m as unaffected as he is. But the flutter in my chest betrays me, and I can’t help but wonder if he notices.

      His lips curve into a smile, but it’s softer this time, almost teasing. “So, what do you say, Eve? No strings. No questions. Just this.”

      The idea is tempting. Too tempting. And I hate how much I want to say yes. I search for any cracks in the calm mask he wears. If he feels the pull between us as strongly as I do, he doesn’t let it show.

      “Just this,” I repeat, my tone firmer now.

      “Good,” he says, leaning forward slightly, his eyes locking onto mine with a fierce, unrelenting intensity. “Because I’m not done with you, Eve. Not even close.”

      Something tightens low in my belly, but my face stays unreadable.

      “Who said I’d let you walk away?”

      The air between us feels lighter now, the tension shifting into something less daunting and more thrilling. I take a sip of my coffee, the warmth grounding me, even as my mind races with questions I know I’ll never ask.

      “So,” I say, tilting my head, my voice light and teasing. “What’s next on the agenda?”

      His smirk returns, a spark of mischief lighting his eyes. “Oh, I have a few ideas.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun beats down on us as the private yacht speeds across the crystal-clear waters. Eamon stands at the bow, the wind tousling his dark hair as he casts a sidelong glance at me, his lips curving into a maddening smile.

      “I’m starting to think you’re showing off,” I tease, leaning back against the plush seating with a glass of champagne in hand.

      He chuckles, the sound low and rich. “If I wanted to impress you, I’d be the one piloting.”

      “Oh, please. Like you know how to drive this thing,” I say as I set my glass on the small table beside me.

      “Do you want me to prove it?” he challenges, his eyes narrowing in mock offense.

      Before I can fire back, the yacht slows, and the captain announces that we’ve arrived at the sandbar. I lean over the side to catch a better view. My breath catches at the sight before me—a stretch of pristine white sand rising out of the endless cyan water, like something out of a dream.

      A cabana has been set up, complete with loungers, a small bar, and snorkeling gear. I’ve seen many places in my travels, but this is the most breathtaking yet. For a moment, I forget myself, captivated by the scene.

      Eamon steps up beside me, his arm brushing against mine. “Speechless?” he murmurs.
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