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      The water below the seaplane shimmered like a dream—blue so bright it looked unreal, melting into the horizon where sky met sea with no line between them. I pressed my forehead against the window, watching the island of Makana Atoll come into view. Tiny, perfect. A pale crescent of sand wrapped in jungle green, a few thatched roofs scattered like shells along the shore.

      I’d never been anywhere like this.

      Never needed to run quite this far before.

      The Pink Orchid. Some friend of a friend had told me about it after the breakup, after the mess, after the months I’d spent trying to pretend my life hadn’t blown sideways. Go there, they said. It’s remote. Discreet. No one asks questions.

      I didn’t want questions.

      I wanted to forget.

      The plane touched down soft on the water, pontoons skimming across the surface toward a narrow wooden dock. At the end of it stood a man—tall, broad, perhaps in his mid-fifties, silver hair shining in the sun, his linen shirt hanging open over a solid, tanned chest. His arms were crossed, the faintest smile playing on his lips. Watching like he’d seen this all before.

      I grabbed my duffel from under the seat, my hand white-knuckled around the strap, and stepped out into the heat.

      It hit me like a kiss — heavy, sweet with the scent of salt and orchids.

      The guy who’d stepped off the plane ahead of me moved slowly down the dock, bare-chested under an open white shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbows, blond hair curly and waving in the breeze.

      He was young—and handsome, there was no denying that. But I kept my distance as we reached the end of the dock. I was here to recharge my batteries, to find my footing, not stumble headlong into another relationship.

      The silver-haired man greeted us with that same half-smile. “Welcome to The Pink Orchid,” he said, his voice smooth, rich. “I’m André Beaumont. Your host. Your bartender. And occasionally your matchmaker.”

      Matchmaker.

      I swallowed hard. Not what I was here for.

      But André’s eyes drifted between the blond man and me, lingering just a little longer than necessary. Like he already knew more than we’d told him.

      “You’ve come far,” he added, his gaze on me.

      I nodded stiffly, unsure what to say.

      André turned, gesturing toward the path that led up the beach to the resort. “Come, let me show you to your private villas.”

      The sand was soft, white as sugar. Palms swayed overhead. Hammocks rocked lazily between the trees. And scattered across the sunlit deck near the pool were the guests—half-naked, bronzed, relaxed in a way I didn’t know how to be.

      The resort was stunning. All smooth stone and dark wood, white drapes billowing in the breeze, every villa spaced wide and private. It looked like the kind of place where people came to let go. To fall apart, maybe. Or to put themselves back together.

      And God, I needed that.

      The blond guy took his room key with a polite, “Thank you, I’m looking forward to exploring this place.” As he said it, his eyes flicked toward me. Just a glance. Quick. Then he turned and walked away.

      André handed me my key, smiling faintly as our fingers brushed. “Villa Six. Oceanfront. Best view on the island.”

      I nodded my thanks.
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      The villa was perfect. Too perfect. White stone walls, driftwood beams, an enormous bed facing floor-to-ceiling windows that opened onto a private deck and plunge pool. Beyond that, the ocean, rolling soft against the sand.

      I dropped my bag on the floor and stood there for a while, letting the hush of the waves fill the space where my thoughts used to be.

      But sitting still only made it worse. Made the ache in my chest louder.

      So I stripped down, pulled on my swimsuit, grabbed a towel, and headed toward the pool. I told myself it was just to cool off. Just to feel the water on my skin.

      I didn’t expect to see him again so soon.

      But there he was—the same guy from the plane, tanned, muscled and half-submerged at the far edge of the pool, leaning back on his elbows like he belonged there.

      His eyes caught mine. This time, he didn’t look away.

      I made my way down the steps into the water, chest tight, heart thudding like I was doing something reckless.

      Knowing it would be awkward or impolite not to acknowledge him, I opened with some small talk. “You here on your own?”

      He gave a small nod, his gaze steady. “Yeah.”

      “Me too.”

      He stared at me for a second longer, then let out a breath. “Jordie Ellis.”

      I moved closer, the water cool against my skin, barely a few feet between us now. “Luke Callahan.”

      Jordie nodded again, lips pressing into a line like he was chewing on whatever came next.

      “I’m an architect,” he said finally, voice rough like it didn’t come easy. “Jacksonville. Firm’s doing fine. Better than fine. But I was… burning out, I guess.”

      I watched him, feeling that twist low in my gut, the familiarity of it.

      “Yeah,” I said softly. “I get that.”

      His eyes narrowed just a little, curious. “What about you?”

      “Breakup.” I gave him the honest version because I couldn’t seem to help myself. “Two years. Thought it was going somewhere. Turns out I was the only one who thought that.”

      Jordie’s gaze softened. He leaned back, letting his head tip against the stone edge of the pool. “That why you’re here?”

      “Yeah.” I swallowed hard. “Needed to feel like I wasn’t waiting around for someone who’d already moved on.”

      Jordie nodded, slow. His eyes drifted back to mine, something heavy and knowing there.

      We sat in the water like that for a long moment, the air thick between us, neither of us saying the things that were probably screaming inside our heads.

      “Drink?” he asked finally.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Definitely.”
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      We climbed out of the pool together, water dripping from our bodies, heat rising off the stone deck beneath our feet. Jordie raked a hand through his wet blond hair, pushing it back from his face, and I watched a rivulet of water slide down his throat, disappearing into the line of his chest.

      I had to look away before it got too obvious.

      The bar sat half-open to the evening breeze, tucked beneath a thatched roof, shelves behind it stacked high with bottles in every color you could imagine. The air smelled like salt and sugar, lime and smoke. A few other guests lounged nearby, bare-chested, sunk deep into padded chairs, laughing softly over drinks.

      Jordie moved toward the bar with the same quiet, deliberate pace he’d had since I first saw him, that muscled body carrying itself like someone always braced for the next hit. I followed, not too close, but not letting him out of reach.

      André was there, leaning casually against the counter, a glass polishing cloth in one hand, though I wasn’t convinced he needed to be polishing anything. His silver hair caught the fading light like spun steel, eyes bright, knowing.

      André’s gaze slid between us, a slow, easy smile curling his lips. “Did you two already tire of the pool, or is the company here at the bar simply too good to pass up?”

      Jordie gave the faintest smirk, settling onto one of the bar stools. “It’s definitely all about the company.”

      “And who could blame you? Now, what would you like to drink?”

      “Whiskey, neat,” Jordie said.

      I slipped onto the stool beside him, leaving just enough space that our thighs wouldn’t quite touch. “Rum. Whatever you recommend.”

      André nodded, still smiling, like he could see exactly how careful we were being not to lean too close.

      “It’s funny,” André mused as he turned to pour, “how many men come to this island thinking they’re running away from something. And how often they find they’ve simply run straight into it instead.”

      I swallowed hard, eyes on the bar top, fingers tracing the grain of the wood.

      “Maybe some of us are just looking for a break,” Jordie replied, but his voice was too tight, too clipped to sound casual.

      André placed our drinks in front of us with a graceful flourish. “Or maybe you’re looking for someone who understands what you’re running from.” With that he turned and left the bar for a few moments.

      Jordie and I sat there in the thick silence of André’s remark, sipping our drinks. The rum burned sweet in my throat, and I leaned into the warmth of it.

      “So…” I ventured after a moment, glancing sideways at Jordie. “How long have you been off the clock?”

      He let out a breath through his nose, eyes fixed on his glass. “Almost six months.”

      I blinked. “That long?”

      Jordie nodded slowly. “Yeah. Sold my stake in the firm last year. Thought it’d feel like freedom.” His lips curled faintly, but it wasn’t a smile. “Turns out I don’t know what the hell to do with myself.”

      I studied him, the sharp cut of his jaw, the fine line of exhaustion around his eyes. There was something raw in him, like a man who’d been wound too tight for too long and didn’t know how to loosen the knots.

      “Why’d you leave?” I asked, voice softer now.

      Jordie turned his head, met my gaze. His eyes were dark, heavy with something that made my chest feel too small.

      “Didn’t like the person I was turning into,” he said. “Didn’t like how much I cared about all the wrong things.”

      I nodded, biting my lip. “I know the feeling. Sometimes I wonder, if I could’ve made it work. If I’d just tried harder, been better. Maybe he wouldn’t have—” I stopped myself, jaw tightening. I stared down at my drink. “Sorry. We were talking about you, not me. I didn’t mean to dump all that on you.”

      Jordie shook his head, eyes still on me. “No. Don’t apologize.”

      The space between us felt tighter then, charged in a way that made the hair on my arms stand on end. His knee brushed against mine, just a soft touch, but he didn’t pull away.

      Neither did I.

      André returned, silent this time, sliding a small plate of cut tropical fruit between us. Bright slices of mango and pineapple, blood orange, and something deep pink I couldn’t name.

      “Eat,” he said simply, his voice softer now. “It helps.”

      Jordie gave him a tired smile. “Thanks.”

      André’s eyes stayed on us both a beat longer, then he drifted away, leaving us there together once more.

      Jordie picked up a piece of mango, slowly bringing it to his lips, teeth sinking into the flesh, juice glinting on his fingers.

      I felt my breath catch, hard enough I had to look away, my pulse hammering in my throat.

      “You came here to forget him,” Jordie said after a moment, voice low.

      I nodded.

      “And me,” he added, gaze steady on mine. “I came here hoping I could forget myself.”

      For a second, neither of us spoke. The sky outside was merging into violet, the first stars flickering out above the palms.

      “I don’t know if I can help with that,” I said, my voice rough.

      Jordie leaned in slightly, his eyes pinned to mine. “Don’t know if I want help.”

      I felt my throat tighten again. The air between us was too hot, too heavy.

      The sun dropped lower, the sky turning deep purple as the first stars came out, soft and blinking above the black line of the trees. The bar was quieter now, most of the other guests drifting off toward their villas or the beach, conversations soft and slow like the island itself was easing everyone down to idle.

      But I wasn’t easing down. I was wound tighter with every minute that passed beside Jordie.

      He sat close enough that I could feel the warmth of him, could smell the faint trace of whatever soap he’d used, something clean and sharp beneath the salt air. His knee stayed pressed lightly against mine, just that one point of contact, but it felt like a fuse waiting for a match.

      Jordie tipped back the last of his whiskey and set the glass down with a soft clink.

      “So,” he said, not looking at me. “How long before you thought about fucking someone here?”

      I choked a little on my rum, coughing into my hand, my face flushing hot.

      Jordie gave the faintest smile, eyes still fixed on the bar top. “Sorry. Too direct?”

      I shook my head, swallowing hard, feeling my pulse trip over itself. “No. I just… wasn’t expecting you to say it out loud.”

      Jordie’s eyes slid sideways to meet mine, and there was something sharp and knowing there. “Lying to yourself?”

      I let out a breath, leaning back on my stool, rubbing the back of my neck. “I told myself I was here for the quiet. The ocean. Time to think.”

      Jordie’s smile deepened, slow and crooked. “Yeah. Sure.”

      I huffed a soft laugh despite myself. “You?”

      He shrugged one shoulder, his gaze drifting down, fingers idly tracing the rim of his empty glass. “I told myself the same thing. But… it’s hard not to notice. All the skin. The tans. The hot bods.”

      I swallowed hard again, heat tightening in my chest, working its way down lower.

      “Yeah,” I said quietly. “It is.”

      Jordie’s eyes came back to mine. Steady. Careful.

      “Is it the same for you?” he asked, his voice dropping a little. “You tell yourself it’s just for the company. A distraction. A way to feel wanted for a night, even if you’re gonna hate yourself for it in the morning.”

      I felt that line like a punch to the ribs. I didn’t answer right away. I just stared at my drink, fingers tightening around the glass.

      “I’ve been there,” I said finally. “More than I want to admit.”

      Jordie’s mouth pressed into a line. He nodded, slow.

      “And this place,” he murmured, almost to himself. “It’s too easy here. Too easy to pretend it doesn’t mean anything.”

      I turned my head, met his gaze again. And something shifted between us in that moment—a softness, but the hunger still there, right underneath it.

      “I don’t want it to be like that,” I heard myself say.

      Jordie’s brow lifted, curious. “Like what?”

      “Empty,” I said. “I don’t want to feel worse after.”

      His jaw clenched, eyes
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