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The Maldivian sun bakes my skin to a golden glow as I shift on the lounger, adjusting my position to better catch the light on my e-reader. Daniel's hand occasionally brushes mine in the narrow space between our chairs, a casual reminder of his presence. I press my thighs together under my cover-up, the characters in my romance novel having progressed from witty banter to hungry kisses in the span of a page-turn. Even on our anniversary trip, I've managed to pack my smuttiest reads—the ones that make me squirm and blush when Daniel asks what part I'm at.

"Good book?" Daniel murmurs, not looking up from his thriller. The spine is cracked, the cover creased from where he's folded it back on itself.

"Mmm," I respond, noncommittal. I can hardly tell my husband that I'm reading about a woman being bent over her boss's desk. How her panties are being dragged down her thighs by rough, calloused fingers. How she's wet and aching and—

I wiggle my toes in the sand, trying to ground myself. Our private stretch of beach glitters with white sand, impossibly fine and soft between my toes. The resort is everything the brochures promised—exclusive villas dotting the shoreline, the restaurant pavilion rising on stilts over crystal water, beach bars with swings instead of stools. It's secluded, intimate, perfect for our fifth anniversary.

Daniel turns a page beside me, completely absorbed. His sandy hair ruffles in the breeze, and his calm blue eyes scan rapidly over the text. I smile at the furrow between his brows—the one that appears when he's engrossed in a story. I should be engrossed too, but instead I'm restless, hot in a way that has nothing to do with the tropical sun.

The novel in my hands has turned explicit, the prose filthy and direct:

*He slid two fingers into her soaked cunt, curling them against that spot inside her that made her vision blur. "You're fucking dripping," he growled against her ear. "Is this all for me?"*

My cheeks burn and I squirm, pressing my thighs together more firmly. A familiar heaviness builds between my legs, a slick warmth that makes me bite my lip. I've always been easily affected by what I read, and Daniel knows it—has taken advantage of it many times, letting me work myself up with books before he touches me.

That's when I see him.

He emerges from the water like some primal ocean god, water sluicing down muscles that flex and ripple with each movement. Dark hair plastered to his head, droplets clinging to his stubbled jaw. His shoulders are broad enough to block out the sun from where I'm sitting, arms thick and corded with strength. A full sleeve of geometric tattoos winds around one arm, disappearing beneath his swim shorts and reappearing on his chest—like a map I want to trace with my fingertips.

I swallow hard, my mouth suddenly dry despite the fruity cocktail sweating on the table beside me.

He runs a hand through his wet hair, pushing it back from his face, and I catch a glimpse of dark eyes scanning the beach. They land on me, and I feel the contact like a physical touch. My nipples tighten beneath my bikini top, and I curl my toes into the sand, anchoring myself. He doesn't smile—just looks at me with an intensity that makes my stomach clench.

"You okay?" Daniel asks, and I startle, realizing I've been holding my breath.

"Yeah," I whisper, dragging my eyes away from the stranger. "Just... thirsty."

I reach for my drink with fingers that tremble slightly, but I can feel the man's gaze still on me. When I dare to look up again, he's moving up the beach, and I allow myself to watch the play of muscles across his back, the confident, unhurried stride. His swim shorts cling to powerful thighs, and my mind—treacherous, hungry thing—wonders how they'd feel bracketing my hips, pressing me into a mattress. How his wet skin would taste against my tongue. How those large hands would span my waist, engulf my breasts, pin my wrists.

The fantasy blooms hot and sudden, inappropriate and thrilling. My body responds instantly—nipples tight, pulse quick, cunt aching with a need that makes me shift on the lounger. I imagine those dark eyes watching me come apart, that muscled body over mine, in mine, filling me completely.

Then shame floods through me, dousing the arousal with cold reality. I'm sitting next to my husband. My sweet, attentive husband who planned this entire trip as a surprise. Who woke me with gentle kisses this morning, who whispered "Happy anniversary" against my skin.

I slide my hand over to touch Daniel's arm, needing the contact to ground me, to remind me of what's real and what matters. His skin is warm and familiar beneath my palm. He looks up and smiles, his eyes softening the way they always do when they land on me, and I feel simultaneously better and worse.

"You're flushed," he says, touching my cheek with the back of his knuckles. "Is that book getting to you?"

I nod, letting my hair fall forward to hide my face. "It's... a bit much."

Daniel chuckles, the sound warm and knowing. "I can tell. Your cheeks always get pink when you're turned on." His voice drops lower, meant only for me. "Maybe we should head back to the villa soon."

I nod again, grateful for the excuse. When I glance back down the beach, the stranger is gone, but the imprint of his gaze lingers on my skin. It was nothing, I tell myself firmly. A passing attraction. Harmless. The book has me worked up, that's all.

But as we gather our things, I can't help scanning the shoreline one more time, a small, secret part of me hoping to catch another glimpse.
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The seaside bar glows with hanging lanterns that sway in the evening breeze, casting golden light across the polished wood. I sip my third—or maybe fourth—piña colada, the rum pleasantly warming my blood as Daniel's fingers play absently with mine on the bar top. The bartender, a local with a quick smile and faster hands, has been telling us about island life while mixing drinks with theatrical flourishes. I'm laughing at one of his stories when I feel it—a shift in the air, a prickling awareness along my skin that makes me turn before I can stop myself.
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