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      The seaplane dropped beneath the clouds like it was falling in love.

      Outside the window, the Pacific stretched wide and endless—turquoise glass speckled with reef. It was the kind of view that begged to be photographed, hung in a gallery, or sold to someone who needed a reminder that paradise still existed somewhere.

      But I didn’t raise my camera.

      The sun hit the wing at an angle that blinded me, and I turned away, adjusting the strap across my lap. Not that it needed adjusting. I just needed something to do with my hands.

      We coasted lower, engines droning as the island came into view.

      Makana Atoll.

      A remote, private island somewhere in the middle of too far from anywhere. Dense jungle covered most of it, the green so rich it felt unreal. A thin band of white sand circled the coastline, dazzling under the sun. Coral shelves glowed beneath the surface, like crushed emeralds and sapphires, glittering with secret light. And tucked into the soft curve of the lagoon, the resort: The Pink Orchid.

      From the air, it looked like a mirage. Thatched villas with palm roofs, elevated walkways curling out over the water like silk ribbons, aqua pools twisting throughout the resort. The kind of place rich men brought younger male lovers to forget about their wives.

      I hated how beautiful it was.

      I hated that I was here.

      I hated that the air smelled like tropical flowers, coconut oil, and money.

      This wasn’t my kind of assignment.

      I was a photojournalist.

      I shot border crossings. Sandstorms. Tribal weddings with toothless smiles and centuries of ritual. Crumbling temples. Dirt-road funerals where mourners walked barefoot for miles under a blood-orange sky. Not shirtless influencers drinking dragonfruit cocktails on sponsored hammocks.

      But here I was.

      Because Liza—my editor, friend, and the only woman who’d ever gotten me to say yes to a job I didn’t want—had called me in a panic.

      “He bailed, Beck. Forty-eight hours before the shoot. I need you. You’re the only one I trust to make it work.”

      “It’s a resort gig, Liza.”

      “It’s Makana Atoll. It’s the Pink Orchid. This piece is going on the cover. Feature spread. Twenty pages. Full creative license. Take it or leave it.”

      I should have left it.

      But I owed her. And I needed the paycheck. And, God help me, a small part of me—the one that still remembered what a good sunrise felt like through a clean lens—wanted to feel the ocean again. Not through a war-torn haze or behind a window smeared with desert dust. Just sun, salt, and shutter clicks.

      So I said yes.

      Seven days. In. Out. Keep my head down. Get the shots. Leave.

      How hard could it be?

      I stepped off the plane barefoot, cargo bag over my shoulder, camera gear already weighing down my spine. The dock was warm beneath my feet, the wood bleached smooth by years of sun and salt. The heat hit instantly—wet, dense, tropical in a way that stuck to your skin and curled around your neck like a possessive lover. I rolled my shoulders, already sweating.

      And standing at the edge of the dock like a hallucination was Andre Beaumont, owner of the resort.

      Silver hair, bronze skin. Bare chest beneath a half-buttoned linen shirt that fluttered in the breeze like he’d personally hired it to do so. Rolled sleeves. Aviators that probably cost more than my entire travel kit.

      He smiled when he saw me.

      “Beck Wilder,” he said, striding forward with a grin. “The man, the myth, the reluctant legend.”

      I shook his hand. “Did Liza warn you I don’t play well with others?”

      He laughed, full and musical. “She said you were allergic to shirts and sentiment. But that you shoot like God kissed your shutter finger.”

      “She oversells.”

      “She always does.” He gestured down the dock. “Your villa’s ready. So is your subject.”

      “Subject?” I frowned. “You mean the model?”

      Andre’s grin widened. “I mean Rowan. He was actually on the same plane. You didn’t notice him?”

      “I have an eye for the real world,” I said. “Not the fake one.”

      “Well, your ‘fake’ photoshoot companion is right behind you.”

      I heard him before I saw him—the soft thud of a designer duffel bag on wood, the low scrape of footsteps behind me. I turned, and there he was.

      Stepping off the plane, sunglasses glinting, tank top clinging to every sculpted inch of his torso like it had been vacuum-sealed. Cargo shorts low on his hips. Flip-flops. The audacity of nonchalance.

      Rowan Chase.

      Of course.

      I’d seen his face a dozen times before—in glossy spreads, airport ads, billboards above SoHo. That bone structure was practically trademarked. Slick brown hair, cheekbones you could cut fruit on, a mouth that looked permanently caught between amusement and disdain. I could almost hear the creative briefs written about him: enigmatic, aloof, devastating.

      He glanced at me. Then away. Then back.

      And smirked.

      Like he already knew he was going to get under my skin.

      Great.

      I turned to Andre. “Tell me we’re not sharing a villa.”

      “Villas Five and Six,” he said. “Next door. Close, but not too close.”

      Rowan walked past me, nodding politely. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Moody.”

      I clenched my jaw. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Posing.”

      Andre laughed behind me. “This is going to be fun.”

      The Pink Orchid was nicer than I’d expected. And that pissed me off even more.

      The wing of the resort in which I was staying was a tropical fantasy. While some villas were located around the resort’s hibiscus-filled gardens, ours were elevated above the water, connected to the main resort by winding walkways and flower-draped trellises. Mine had a private deck, a plunge pool, a hammock for two. Inside, everything was polished teak, flowing linen, and handmade ceramics. The air smelled faintly of orchids and warm stone.

      I dropped my bags, peeled off my shirt, and stepped out onto the deck.

      The ocean stretched out before me like a dare—wide, reckless, and too perfect to be real. I exhaled slowly, letting the breeze touch my chest. Letting the salt stick to my skin.

      And next door?

      Of course—Rowan.

      He was standing on his deck too, shirtless, drink in hand, staring at the horizon like it belonged to him.

      Our eyes met.

      He raised his glass in a silent toast.

      I didn’t return it.

      Instead, I turned away, stripped off the rest, and stepped into the outdoor shower.

      Cool water poured over me, washing off the flight, the tension, the dread of a week spent playing nice. I scrubbed my hair, rinsed my face, let the steam rise around me.

      But even with my eyes closed, all I could see was him.

      Rowan.

      His smirk.

      His chest.

      Those eyes… the kind that seemed to know exactly where the lens was, even when there wasn't one.

      This was going to be a long fucking week.

      And tomorrow?

      Tomorrow we started shooting.

      God help me.
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      The morning started too early and too perfect.

      I woke to the hush of waves and the scent of salt on warm air. No alarms. No traffic. Just the quiet pulse of a place untouched by urgency. The reef shimmered beyond my window, blue-on-blue, fish darting through sunlit shallows like quicksilver. Birds called lazily from somewhere in the palms—notes that hung in the heat like drifting feathers.

      It was paradise.

      And I hated how much I wanted to photograph it.

      There’s a particular guilt that comes with wanting beauty when you’re used to shooting pain. Like you’re cheating. Like you’re forgetting the real world still bleeds while you’re out here chasing golden-hour perfection.

      I rolled out of bed and padded barefoot across the room to see that coffee had already been left in a polished ceramic carafe just inside the door. It came with a note. “Welcome to Makana. Just ring if you need fresh fruit or a rescue from boredom.”

      Andre Beaumont clearly knew what his guests desired most, and on that first morning, it was coffee.

      I poured and took a sip.

      The coffee was too good, somehow. Silky. Almost chocolatey. Resort coffee. The kind you could get addicted to if you weren’t careful.

      The sun had just crested over the water, painting the horizon in soft golds and burning oranges. The light was already perfect. Even through the half-glass walls, I could see the morning doing its best to seduce me—lighting up the palms, turning the pool surface to molten silver, turning every dew-covered surface into a jewel.

      I gave in.

      Gear packed. Batteries checked. Lenses sorted and cleaned. I threw it all over my shoulders and headed out, looking like I was hiking into the Amazon when in reality I was walking fifty feet down the beach to shoot a model I didn’t want to like.

      The sand was soft—too soft for a tripod, almost. My boots sank with every step until I gave up and went barefoot, curling my toes into the warmth like it might help ground me.

      The early light slid across the water like honey, catching every ripple and dancing in it. Gentle waves broke across a rock line shaped like a crescent, just enough to frame a wide shot with dramatic symmetry. Coconut palms leaned toward the sea in quiet arcs, their shadows crisp on the sand like brushstrokes on parchment.

      I found the spot.

      I started setting up—tripod legs planted deep, reflectors staked, shutter settings dialed in. I was halfway through adjusting my ISO when I felt it.

      I didn’t even need to look up to know Rowan had arrived. His mere presence was something that pulled attention, demanded space, and refused to apologize for either.

      “You’re punctual,” he said, coming up beside me.

      I glanced over.

      Barefoot. Shirtless again—naturally. Low-slung linen pants that left very little to the imagination. His hair was still damp, slicked back off his forehead. His skin glowed in that effortless way people pay editors and stylists to fake. He didn’t need editing. He looked like the finished photograph.

      “Did you sleep?” he asked, conversational, like we were old friends instead of near-strangers with unresolved tension simmering beneath our skin.

      “Enough.”

      He dropped his bag on the sand and stretched, arms lifting overhead, lean torso elongating like it had been choreographed. Every muscle moved under skin like sculpture coming to life—defined but unforced. Natural.

      Too natural.

      I turned back to my camera before I embarrassed myself.

      “Tell me how you want me,” he said casually.

      It took me a second to remember he meant poses.

      Right. Work. We were working.

      I cleared my throat. “Just... walk first. In and out of the water. Don’t perform. Don’t pose. Just exist.”

      Rowan raised an eyebrow. “You want me to exist?”

      “That’s what real people do.”

      He grinned slowly. “Maybe I’ll try it for a change.”

      He stepped into the surf and started walking.

      And that’s when it began.

      The shift. The moment he turned from a mere mortal into… art.

      I brought the camera up. Framed him. Clicked the shutter. Once. Twice.

      And then I couldn’t stop.

      He moved like the ocean—fluid, unselfconscious, graceful in a way that wasn’t for the lens but somehow perfect for it. The waves broke against his calves as he turned to look out at the reef, then
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