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      Mason Holt didn’t come to Uruguay to be found. He came to vanish—into a last-minute rental on a wild stretch of coast with no Wi-Fi, no distractions, and no one to ask where he’s been.

      But on his first morning, his plan collides with Tomas Varela: a dive instructor with a reckless grin, a body carved by the ocean, and a talent for getting under Mason’s skin.

      Mason isn’t interested in flings. Tomas doesn’t believe in attachments. Yet on the edge of the Atlantic, with nothing but salt air and silence around them, tension sparks into heat—and heat into something impossible to ignore.

      What begins as irritation becomes desire. What begins as a temporary escape becomes the one thing Mason never expected to find: someone worth staying for.

      This is a slow-burn, grumpy/sunshine, enemies-to-lovers romance set against the untamed coast of Uruguay—steamy, heartfelt, and unforgettable.
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      Step into Private Encounters — a world of standalone M/M romances where every story dives deep into hidden desires, public temptations, forbidden love, and thrilling new passions.

      From explosive enemies-to-lovers tension to heart-racing billionaire obsessions, each short story delivers a complete, unforgettable escape — no cliffhangers, no reading order required.

      Pick any story that calls to you — each encounter promises passion, heat, and heart.
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      You’re about to dive into something special—but before you begin, there’s even more waiting for you.

      Sign up for my newsletter to unlock an exclusive backstory to this book—a behind-the-scenes peek you won’t find anywhere else.

      As a thank you for joining, you’ll also receive a completely free copy of my debut novel, Unforgettable Encounter. No strings, just a heartfelt gift to deepen your reading journey.
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      The tide came in quietly, curling over the sand like it had nowhere better to be. Mason stood barefoot at the edge of it, a chipped ceramic mug loose in his hand. The coffee inside had gone lukewarm twenty minutes ago, but he kept sipping it anyway. No one else was out, and that was the point.

      347 steps from the porch to the far end of the cove. He'd counted them twice yesterday—once slow, once brisk. This morning, he hit the same number. Good. Nothing unexpected.

      The beach was thin and long, hemmed in by cliffs and bleached driftwood. Pelicans loitered like old men watching the sea. The wind came in off the Atlantic, soft but constant. Every so often it blew hair into his eyes, and he'd brush it away like it had committed a personal offense. His phone sat powered off in the rental's kitchen drawer, next to the keys and a single unopened text from his ex.

      He didn't plan to answer it.

      He took another sip. Bitter. Perfect.

      The ocean was silver at this hour, stretched smooth and almost calm. Playa Barranca wasn't built for tourists, not really. The main road was a lazy curve through town, passing seafood stalls, a bakery that opened when it felt like it, a handful of dive shops with peeling signs and boards that still listed prices in pesos and American dollars. No resorts. No planned excursions. No one asking how his stay was.

      Which was exactly why he chose it.

      Mason turned and began the slow walk back toward the house. Driftwood lay in arcs along the sand, some of it almost white, some waterlogged and blackened like forgotten bones. He liked it out here. It was ugly and honest.

      Halfway back, he saw movement.

      Not the soft, passive gentleness the morning had offered so far—this was sharp. Intentional. Someone was diving into the surf fifty meters out. The water barely rippled as the figure went under. A dark head of hair flashed above the surface, then disappeared again. Another flash. Then the swimmer rose, walking out of the shallows like it was his ocean and everyone else was just renting time.

      He was tall, bronze-skinned, sun-wet and grinning. Board shorts hung low on his hips, a black cord around his neck.

      Mason slowed his pace.

      The man looked straight at him. "You're up early."

      Mason didn't answer.

      "Or maybe you never went to sleep." The guy's Spanish was native, and his English was clean, too casual for a tourist.

      Mason looked past him, toward the cliff path, contemplating. Calculating.

      "Not much of a talker?" the man asked, walking closer like they'd met before. "That's alright. You look like the kind of guy who has long, brooding thoughts about tides and mortality."

      Mason looked at his mug. Took another sip. The coffee was cold now.

      "You must be the new tenant in the Rojas place," the man went on. "Saw your rental bike out front. No one rides those unless they're not from here." Then he stuck out his hand, still dripping seawater. "Tomas."

      Mason didn't take it.

      Tomas just smiled wider. "Suit yourself."

      Then he jogged off, barefoot and loose, like the day was already his.

      Mason watched him go. Didn't say a word. But he forgot to finish his step count.

      He turned back toward the house, retraced his path, this time without bothering to count. Whatever peace he'd carved out before sunrise was already eroding.

      The day dragged on. He tried to read. Tried to nap. Tried to ignore the humid air curling through the open windows. But sometime around mid-morning, the muffled thuds of activity filtered in—distant laughter, water slapping against fiberglass, the sharp clank of metal tanks.

      He ignored it. Until he couldn't.

      Around noon, he walked down to the beach again, mug refilled, this time more to kill the noise than to enjoy the view.

      The tide was higher. So were the voices.

      Ten meters out, a group of divers were loading up at the water's edge—flippers, masks, tanks, the whole operation. Tomas stood in the middle of them, bare-chested and loud, laughing at something a younger girl said. He was animated, half in Spanish, half in English, running a safety check with the ease of someone who could do it with his eyes closed.

      Mason veered to the right, heading for the rocks, but the group didn't care about boundaries. Or personal space.

      A moment later, a spray of cold saltwater hit his side like a slap. One of the divers had cannonballed in too close.

      Mason jerked back. His shirt clung to him, drenched. "Seriously?"

      No apology came, only laughter.

      Then Tomas appeared from behind him, too close again. "You're in my way, americano."

      Mason turned. "This is a public beach."

      Tomas's grin didn't falter. "Exactly. So if you're standing there, you're fair game."

      "Tell your people to control themselves."

      "They're not my people. They're tourists. Worse than you, even."

      "Is that supposed to be funny?"

      Tomas squinted, the sun behind him. "It's supposed to be true. You've got that look. Like you're here to meditate and suffer through it."

      Mason opened his mouth, then closed it again. Tomas had moved closer without Mason realizing. His arms were crossed now, water still dripping off his chest, dark ink curling around his bicep—an octopus tentacle, black and shaded, that wrapped just enough to make Mason stare longer than he should have.

      "Something wrong with my tattoo?" Tomas asked almost smugly, still smiling.

      Mason looked away. "No. Just ugly."

      "Ouch. Brutal. You wound me." Tomas laughed, turning to grab a mask off the sand. "You always this friendly, or just with me?"

      "I'm not interested in making friends."

      "Clearly." Tomas adjusted the strap, then glanced back over his shoulder. "That's alright. I like a challenge."

      "I'm not a challenge either."

      "Sure you're not." He gave Mason one last look, eyes warm and infuriating. "Anyway. You're cute when you're annoyed."

      Mason scoffed. "You don't even know me."

      "Yet."

      God, he was going to hate this town.

      But when he came back later—for no real reason, just his feet leading him somewhere he wasn't planning on going—he saw Tomas again.

      It was near the end of the afternoon, fading sunlight slanting warm and gold across the sand. The dive group was gone, the beach mostly emptied. A handful of people lingered with towels, sunburnt shoulders, half-drunk bottles of beer. And Tomas, twenty meters out, slicing through the shallows like the water didn't resist him at all.

      Mason hadn't meant to stop walking.

      "Hey, americano!"

      Tomas's voice rang out before Mason even saw him approaching. He wore the same loose grin, a dry tank slung over one shoulder. His hair was half-loose now, salt-wet strands falling around his face.

      Mason sighed. "Don't you have actual clients to pester?"

      "I do. But you're more interesting."

      "Pass."

      Tomas cocked his head. "You don't even know what I'm offering."

      "Let me guess. A 'free' dive lesson, right?"

      Tomas's smile deepened. "No catch. First one's on the house."

      "Not interested."

      "You don't even want to hear the pitch?"

      "I don't like the ocean."

      "You live next to it."

      "Temporarily."

      Tomas dropped the tank with a soft thud in the sand. "Alright, gringo. Let's cut the crap. You're not a local. You're not a tourist. You don't want anyone talking to you, but you keep showing up in the loudest places. Why is that?"

      "Jesus," Mason muttered. "Do you ever shut up?"

      Tomas grinned like he'd scored a point against him. "Not when someone's pretending not to watch me all day."

      Mason blinked. "Excuse me?"

      "You were down here this morning. Then again during the dive. Now you're back. You're either lost, bored, or stalking me. I'd honestly be flattered."

      "You're full of yourself."

      "Only a little."

      Tomas reached into a mesh bag, pulled out a snorkel and mask, then tossed them toward Mason. They landed in the sand at his feet.

      "I told you⁠—"

      "Just take them. Keep them if you want. You can float around the cove like a dead fish, no pressure."

      "I don't want them."

      "You don't want to want them," Tomas corrected, pulling his shirt off and tossing it over the tank.

      Mason folded his arms. "You don't quit, do you?"

      Tomas turned then, stepped into the water and started swimming—no build-up, no hesitation. One fluid arc of motion and he was gone, slicing through the water like it wasn't even there. His body barely rippled the surface. He moved like he was a part of it. Like he'd been born in the sea and never quite came out.

      Mason stood still, pulse ticking louder than it had all day.

      A woman walked past behind him, speaking low to her friend in Spanish. One word stood out—lindo—followed by soft laughter. Then, in English, one of them said, "He never begs for clients."

      Mason didn't turn. Just watched the shimmer of water where Tomas had disappeared.

      The mask and snorkel sat in the sand at his feet. He didn't touch them, but he also didn't walk away.
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      Mason told himself he was only walking past the shack for the breeze. He didn't mean to look at the man rinsing gear outside.

      "Change your mind?" Tomas asked, peeling an orange with his thumb.

      Mason kept walking.

      Tomas lobbed an orange slice at his back. It bounced off his shoulder.

      "You don't eat, you don't drink, you don't talk. What do you do, fantasma?"

      Mason turned, slowly. "I do enjoy silence."

      Tomas grinned and tossed him another slice. Mason caught it reflexively. Dammit.

      "There's a bar down the beach," Tomas said. "Drinks are terrible, but the view's nice."

      "I don't⁠—"

      "Drink. Yeah. I know." Tomas wiped his hands on his shorts, grabbed a towel off the bench. "So watch me drink."

      Mason hesitated. "Why would I do that?"

      "Because you've already run out of things not to do."

      "You really don't know how to take a hint."

      "I wasn't asking you out," Tomas added, chewing. "I was offering you a stool and something to stare at that's not the floor." He jerked his chin toward the path. "Come on, americano. Worst case, you hate it and storm off. That's kind of your thing anyway."

      Mason followed him. He didn't say it was just to make sure the guy actually shut up for a second. He didn't say anything.

      The bar was a half-collapsed lean-to with warped stools and a view of the water that made up for everything else. It was nearly empty—two older guys playing cards, a woman with a baby in a sling, and a stray dog napping under the counter.

      Tomas ordered something with rum and lime. He gestured vaguely at Mason, but Mason just lifted a hand.

      "I'll stand."

      Tomas grabbed two drinks anyway.

      Mason eyed the second glass. "I said⁠—"

      "Hold it. Don't drink it. Put it on the floor for your imaginary friend. I don't care."

      Mason took it. He didn't sip.

      Tomas leaned back on his stool and looked out at the surf. For once, he didn't talk right away.

      Mason didn't either.

      Then, "You always throw citrus at strangers?"

      Tomas didn't look over. "Only the ones who look like they haven't tasted sugar since '98."

      Mason exhaled. "You are exhausting."

      "You're uptight."

      "I'm—" Mason started, then stopped. "Not interested."

      "In what?"

      "Whatever game you're playing."

      Tomas turned now, smile not quite as wide. "You think I'm playing?"

      "I think you like provoking people."

      "You're not people. You're you."

      "That supposed to mean something?"

      "Means I don't know what your deal is, but I'm not bored yet."

      Mason huffed. "Charming."

      "You could be."

      "I'm not trying to be."

      "Exactly."

      A silence settled between them. Not heavy. Not easy either. Tomas sipped his drink and watched the water again. Mason watched Tomas. Just briefly.

      "You always this casual with everyone?" Mason asked finally.

      "Only with people who keep showing up."

      "I was literally just walking."

      "Sure."

      Another pause.

      "You don't have to like me, Mason. But you're not gonna ignore me."

      Mason held his gaze. Neither blinked.

      “Wait.” Mason raised a brow. “How do you know my name?”

      Tomas grinned. “Oh, Señor Rojas and I go way back. I just asked.”

      Mason felt frustration bubbling in the pit of his stomach. Then, he drained the drink in one go, slamming the empty glass on the counter.

      Tomas whistled. "See? You can participate. Now we play."

      Mason didn't even hesitate. "I'm not playing anything with you."

      Tomas ignored him, turning and reaching across the counter to a big plastic bowl filled with boxes of playing cards. "It's cards, not strip poker."

      "That's not why⁠—"

      "It's called truco," Tomas interrupted. "Only card game worth knowing around here. Locals play it to settle arguments, bet drinks, or flirt."

      "Which category would this fall under?" Mason asked, keeping his back to him, voice dry.

      Tomas didn't miss a beat. "Flirt, obviously."

      Mason turned slowly, deadpan. "I'm going to punch you."

      Tomas grinned wide, not even flinching. "I'll deal slow so you have time."

      Before Mason could protest, Tomas was already sliding into a nearby table deeper inside the bar. It looked like the sort of place where the floor had seen more spills than repairs, but it was close enough, and it was damn hot outside. Mason didn't really have a solid reason to avoid it, so he followed.

      Tomas tossed the battered deck between them with a flourish. "You know how it works?"

      "No."

      "Perfect. You'll lose honestly."

      Mason sat across from him, eyes narrowing. "I don't lose."

      Tomas smirked. "We'll see."

      He explained the rules quickly—cards ranked out of order, bluffing essential, points called in escalating wagers. Mason caught about half of it, but it sounded like the kind of game people played just to watch their opponent squirm. So he just nodded along, trying not to think too hard about the man sitting across from him.

      They started. Tomas won the first hand easily.

      "Beginner's curse," he said, casual, as he scooped up the cards.

      "Or you're lying."

      "I am lying. That's how the game works."

      Mason raised an eyebrow. "I thought this was a game of skill, not deceit."

      "Skill at deceit, sure."

      The second hand wasn't much better for Mason. He barely managed a point before Tomas swept him again.

      "Secret strategist?" Tomas asked, a mocking edge to his voice.

      "No," Mason muttered, scanning the cards. "You're just very loud when you bluff."

      Tomas laughed. "Damn. I liked you better quiet."

      "I don't do quiet."

      "Clearly."

      The third hand arrived, and Tomas got too comfortable. Mason kept his eyes on the cards, trying to read the tell Tomas didn't have—then it happened. Tomas palmed a card, slid it under the table, and swapped it out mid-round. It was subtle, but Mason had seen it. He wasn't sure how he knew, but he did.

      Tomas won again, leaning back with a satisfied grin. "Crushed."

      "Cheating," Mason said flatly. "You swapped your two for an ancho."

      Tomas blinked, then gave a lazy shrug. "You noticed?"

      "You're not exactly subtle."

      Tomas grinned wider, almost smug. "Neither are you. You've been watching my hands for ten minutes."

      "I don't like losing."

      Tomas's grin softened, turning into something less playful. "You're terrible at this."

      "And you cheat."

      "But you're still here."

      Mason leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. "Not sure if that says more about me or your ego."

      "Definitely my ego."

      Mason rolled his eyes but couldn't stop the small, reluctant smirk that tugged at his mouth. Tomas's attitude was infuriating. And goddamn, it was hard to ignore.

      "Okay, then. If you're so great at this, let's keep going," Mason said, leaning forward, determined not to let Tomas get under his skin.

      Tomas shuffled the deck again. "Another round?"

      "I'll win this time."

      Tomas's laugh was low, like he'd heard those words before. "You won't."

      "But you'll cheat more carefully."

      "Whatever keeps you at the table."

      Mason leaned in, trying not to show too much interest. "You're a menace."

      "You're a snob."

      "Snobs don't drink from plastic cups in sand-floored bars."

      "Exactly," Tomas said, dealing the next hand. "So you're adjusting."

      They played three more rounds. Mason never really won, but the game itself was just a vehicle—an excuse to stay, to make the silence between them seem natural, even when it wasn't. Tomas was annoyingly charming in the way he talked too much, too casually, about everything and nothing. The constant flow of his voice made it harder for Mason to leave.

      "There's this reef," Tomas said, holding a card between his fingers. "Not too far from here, just off the cove. It's got this current, like, just strong enough to make the fish swim in crazy circles. You'll see them darting, just spinning like they're doing their own thing, you know?"

      "Sounds... like a headache."

      Tomas grinned. "You say that now. But when you're underwater, the world's different. Everything's quieter. You don't have to talk. Or think. It's just you and the water, and it's like... you don't exist anymore. Not in a bad way, but you stop being a person, you know?"

      Mason sipped his drink, eyes still on the table. "Sounds peaceful."

      "Exactly. Peaceful." Tomas's voice softened a little, though he still wore that grin. "I like the chaos outside, though."

      That much was obvious to Mason.

      Tomas wasn't done. He leaned in, elbows on the table, looking almost conspiratorial. His eyes brightened, the shift in him so sudden that Mason didn't know whether to be concerned or just laugh.

      "One time, a seagull stole my sandwich while I was giving a lesson. Just flew in, snatched it right out of my hand. The tourists—" Tomas mimicked their horrified expressions, eyes wide, hands raised like they were trying to fight off the bird. "My lunch, gone."

      Mason almost laughed, surprised at how easy it was to follow Tomas's lead. He had to swallow the noise in his throat, but the sound came out anyway—a short, quiet laugh, deep in his chest.

      "Yeah, I'm sure that was terrible for your day." Mason wiped his mouth, shaking his head. "Poor you, losing a sandwich."

      Tomas's grin widened, eyes flicking to Mason's lips for just a second. He leaned back. "Sometimes it's the little things."

      For a long moment, they just stared at each other. Tomas was still smiling, but there was something different in his eyes now. Like the laugh had unlocked something. Something that Mason didn't want to acknowledge.

      "God, you're annoying," Mason muttered, but they both knew he didn't mean it. His fingers drummed absently on the table, the sensation of his skin against the surface starting to feel... familiar. Unwelcome.

      Tomas didn't move, didn't break the silence. The longer they stayed there, the more Mason could feel that strange tension crackling between them, a line pulled tight.

      Then Tomas stood, a sudden motion that made Mason stiffen reflexively. Tomas walked around the table, his gaze never leaving Mason's face. He stopped just behind him, and for a brief second, Mason thought he was going to walk away. But Tomas's hand brushed the back of Mason's collar instead, his fingers grazing the skin of Mason's neck.

      Mason froze, a strange pulse of warmth blooming under his skin. Tomas's fingers were light, a casual touch, but it felt like too much. Too close. The sensation lingered even after Tomas's hand moved away.

      Mason didn't say anything at first. His mouth was dry, and he could feel the heat on his skin, like the press of Tomas's breath still lingering in the air around him.

      Tomas didn't apologize. Tomas didn't do apologies.

      "You had sand on your collar," Tomas said simply.

      Mason swallowed, pulling back instinctively, away from the touch, but he didn't move far enough. He didn't want to seem like he was running. His pulse raced, and he could feel the tightness in his chest, the way his heart seemed to skip and stumble over itself. He couldn't even look at Tomas. The pull between them was too strong now, too raw.

      "Well," Mason said, standing quickly, brushing off his pants as though the movement would erase the lingering touch of Tomas’s fingers on his skin, "I should probably⁠—"

      "I'll walk you back," Tomas interrupted before Mason could finish. "You've had enough of me for one night."

      Mason didn't know why he didn't refuse. Maybe he was just tired of pretending.

      They walked in silence, the night wrapping around them like an uncomfortable blanket. The air felt too close, too charged, like it was holding its breath. Tomas didn't make small talk this time. He just kept walking next to him, close enough that Mason could almost feel his presence without looking.

      When they reached the door of Mason's rental, Tomas stopped a few feet away, waiting.

      "Thanks for the walk," Mason said, clearing his throat. He tried to sound casual, but it came out clipped, tight.

      Tomas stepped back, as if he knew Mason needed the extra space to breathe. "Goodnight, americano."

      Mason's hand brushed against the doorframe, his fingers trailing down as he watched Tomas walk away. Then he touched his neck—right where Tomas's fingers had grazed the skin. The sensation was still there, skin still buzzing, and he couldn't rid himself of the feeling.

      He locked the door behind him.
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      The dive began clean.

      Tomas led them down along the ridge, his body a study in calm propulsion, barely disturbing the silver cloud of fish that passed beneath. Mason followed, gear unfamiliar but functioning, breath loud but controlled. Below thirty feet, the reef appeared—irregular and jagged, with crevices like mouths and fans of soft coral swaying softly in a world without wind.

      They moved slowly, Tomas pointing things out in patient, deliberate movements: a school of angelfish darting in formation, a sea cucumber hunched over a rock like a secret. Mason caught flashes of color, caught Tomas watching to see if he was watching. He was.

      There was something strange about seeing Tomas like this—silent, focused, with no quips or sharp grins, no flirty distractions. Just here, enjoying the moment.

      It should have stayed steady, but something changed.

      Mason wasn't even sure what it was at first—just a flicker in the corner of his mask, a sudden movement near a hollow in the reef wall. It could have been a fish, or debris. But it caught his eye wrong, jagged and wrong-colored, and it stirred something loose in his chest. Not memory exactly—more like a sensation that lived beneath memory. Cold water, fast movement. The sound of something too loud for the deep. Panic that didn't ask questions before it arrived.

      His breath hitched. His chest constricted.

      He turned too fast, his head jerking to one side. His regulator dislodged from his mouth in the motion, bubbles bursting around his face. He reached for it instinctively, but fumbled—glove against hose, then nothing.

      His body stilled. The world stilled. Tilted.

      Tomas was there in seconds. He lay a firm hand on Mason's shoulder, the other steadying them both against the current. Mason blinked once, twice, caught in the deep soundless rush of rising fear.

      Tomas didn't fumble, didn’t hesitate. He moved in close—chest to chest—and brought his own regulator to Mason's lips, pressing it there with a calm insistence. Mason opened his mouth. Salt water filled him, then air. Too much, then enough.

      His eyes fluttered, and Tomas stayed right there, closer than anyone had been in months, one hand on the back of Mason's neck, anchoring him—not pulling, not dragging. Holding.

      When Tomas returned the regulator to Mason's mouth, it was smooth and secure. His hand moved with care, mouth inches from Mason's, their breath tangled in the last swirls of the bubbles. Tomas's fingers brushed Mason's lower lip by accident—or maybe not. There was no way to know. But the contact lingered. So did the eye contact.

      Mason's pulse kicked. Not from fear.

      Tomas didn't look away. The water hummed around them, low and quiet, the way sound changes underwater. They were suspended, equal, floating without gravity or ground. Tomas's thumb steadied the mouthpiece as Mason took it fully.

      His hand didn't move right away. It stayed there, a second longer than it had to, at the hinge of Mason's jaw. His thumb grazed the edge of stubble, and Mason felt it in places far from his mouth.

      It wasn't intense. It wasn't even overt. But it was real.

      The arousal hit like a ghost—brief, disorienting. Not from the body alone, but from the fact that this body was his again, responsive, alive. That someone's hand on his face didn't make him flinch. That he could be underwater, afraid, and still notice the way Tomas smelled like lime even through neoprene and saltwater. That the air Tomas gave him didn't just fill his lungs—it grounded him. Held him steady against the untethered push and pull of the sea.

      They stayed like that a moment longer than protocol required.

      Then Tomas pulled back. He gestured: okay?

      Mason nodded. He was still breathing.

      By the time they made it back to the dock, Mason's hands were dry, but his pulse still hadn’t settled. He kept his head down as they walked past the rental boats, peeling the top half of his wetsuit off in short, jerky movements. The air was hotter than it had been an hour ago, or maybe it was just him. He stepped onto the sand, dropped his gear beside Tomas's shack, and turned around abruptly.

      "Don't do that again."

      Tomas blinked. He was halfway through wringing out his sleeves, water still running in rivulets from his collarbones. "Do what?"

      Mason's voice sharpened. "That thing. Underwater. Getting—" He hesitated, jaw tight as his mind tried to find the right words. "That close."

      "You stopped breathing," Tomas said simply. "What was I supposed to do? Let you flail around and choke on salt?"

      "I had it under control."

      "No, you didn't."

      Mason stared at him. "I would've gotten the regulator back in."

      "You didn't even try."

      "I panicked."

      "Exactly." Tomas's voice didn't rise, but it pressed around Mason’s ears almost incessantly. "So I did what dive partners do. I helped you. I gave you air. I steadied you. I got your gear back in your mouth. You're welcome, by the way."

      "That's not the part I'm talking about," Mason snapped.

      Tomas cocked his head, saltwater from his hair dripping down his cheek. "Then what part are you talking about?"

      Mason didn't answer.

      There was a beat of silence. Sand crunched faintly underfoot. The sun pressed down on their bare shoulders, the only sound between them the slow slap of water against the dock. Tomas took a step closer.

      "If you mean the part where I touched your face," he said, low now, "then you should probably say it. Because you didn't stop me."

      "I didn't exactly have a lot of options."

      "You weren't unconscious. Also, you owe me a beer."

      "For what?"

      "For not letting you drown."

      Mason exhaled a dry laugh, almost without meaning to.

      Tomas caught it, eyes lighting up. "There it is."

      Mason gave him a look.

      Tomas tilted his head toward the beach. "Come on. I know a place."

      Mason didn't answer, but when Tomas started walking, he followed.

      They didn't quite make it to the beach bar.

      They had barely passed the last row of kayaks when a voice called out from behind them. English, nasal, loud.

      "Hey! Tomas! You coming or what?"

      Tomas stopped walking. Mason slowed a step behind him, squinting toward the waterline where a man in neon swim trunks was waving from the dive shack. Two others were gathered near the rinsing barrels, looking bored and already sunburnt. One of them kicked impatiently at the sand.

      Tomas turned, brow furrowed for the briefest second before smoothing out. "Tour group," he muttered. Then he looked at Mason again, expression less teasing now, less sharp. "Rain check?"

      Mason gave a small shrug, noncommittal. "You've got clients."

      Tomas didn't move just yet. He held his gaze, unreadable for once, the tilt of his body angled toward Mason like he hadn't quite decided which direction to go.

      "You're not as fragile as you think," he said, almost under his breath.

      Then he was gone—walking toward the shack with that easy, barefoot gait, calling something out in Spanish as he grabbed a towel and slung it around his neck. Mason watched from a distance: Tomas laughing with the tourists, his hand brushing one man's back as he pointed toward the gear station. Effortless. Natural. Like slipping into another language. Which, Mason supposed, he was.

      Mason stayed rooted to the spot.

      The sand stuck uncomfortably to his ankles where his wetsuit had been. The breeze had picked up again, pushing strands of drying hair against his temple. His heartbeat was starting to return to something normal, but his mouth still tasted of salt and something else—something metal, faint, like the inside of a mask.

      He raised a hand to his face, and his fingers paused just short of his lips, hovering there like they expected heat. He hadn't really noticed at the time; there hadn't been space for noticing anything, not with the pressure in his lungs and the water swallowing everything but the sharp edge of fear. But now the memory dropped back into his body all at once.

      That moment underwater.

      Tomas's eyes locking onto his. The press of fingers along his jaw. The shift of mouth to mouth—not quite a kiss, but close enough to feel the charge of it. The heat of Tomas's breath, the slow return of control. And Mason, not jerking away. Not recoiling.

      He could still feel the shape of that contact, brief but full of purpose, like a secret left under his skin.

      His palm grazed his bottom lip.

      Just a graze. That was all.

      But his stomach did a slow coil in response, a quiet betrayal of nerves that had no business reacting like that. Not now. Not to someone like Tomas.

      The worst part was he didn't even know what he wanted to be angry about. The proximity? The implication? The fact that Tomas had touched his mouth with a kind of calm, practiced ease and Mason had let him?

      No, Mason decided. It was the fact that Tomas had walked away so casually, like the moment hadn't even registered for him. Like it hadn't meant a damn thing.

      Except Mason knew it had.

      Because his body was still humming with it.

      He exhaled through his nose and turned away from the dock. The beach stretched ahead, deceptively quiet now, empty except for a few scattered towels and an abandoned frisbee. Somewhere farther up, someone was playing guitar badly, off-key chords carried by the wind. Mason walked slowly, kicking at the sand in short, unconscious patterns.

      He didn't know what this was.

      He didn't know why the dive mattered. Why it mattered that Tomas had steadied him. Why it mattered more that he'd done it gently. Like Mason wasn't some fragile thing that needed saving, just someone who could be steadied and then let go.

      It was disarming.

      That's what pissed him off, really—the fact that Tomas hadn't tried to hold on. He hadn't asked for anything. He hadn't pushed. Just helped. Then stepped back.

      And Mason wasn't used to that.

      His fingers grazed his lip again, slower this time. The echo of Tomas's touch was still there, like memory had gotten caught in his skin and the water couldn’t wash it off.

      He didn't know what that said about him.
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      The smoke hit first—thin, woody, curling over the dunes before the fire came into view. Laughter rolled in waves, louder with each step Mason took along the uneven boardwalk. Someone had strung lights between driftwood stakes, and the bulbs swayed lazily in the sea breeze, casting warm glows over tanned shoulders and quicksilver smiles.

      He should've turned back the second he saw the crowd.

      But some wiry old man with a guitar had waved him over on the path. Then two kids—barefoot and sandy—had run past and shoved glow bracelets into his palm before he could protest. And now he was here, ten feet from the bonfire, holding a drink he hadn't asked for, scanning for exits among the crowd.

      The flames crackled at the heart of a loose semicircle of folding chairs and battered coolers. The locals looked like they'd been there since sunset—some barefoot, others in wetsuits peeled down to the waist, sand caking their elbows, plates balanced on their knees. Music came from a phone tucked inside a chipped bowl, muffled and thumping. It was too much—too loud, too open, too familiar.

      He turned to leave, and found Tomas blocking his way.

      Tank top damp with sweat down the collar, beer in hand, mouth curved—not quite a smile. "Run now," he said, low, leaning close, "and they'll think you're a snob."

      "I don't care what they think."

      Tomas lifted his eyebrows, not moving. "Sure you don't."

      "I'm not—" Mason looked over his shoulder at the crowd. Someone clinked a bottle against another and shouted something in Spanish he didn't catch. A girl was dancing barefoot in the sand. Someone else was playing a tin can like a drum. "This isn't my thing."

      "And yet," Tomas said, gesturing lazily toward the fire, "here you are. With bracelets. And a drink. Oddly suspicious behavior for someone who doesn’t want to be here."

      Mason exhaled through his nose, annoyed that he didn't have a comeback ready. "Five minutes."

      Five minutes became ten, and ten became twenty, until time slipped and he’d already finished his drink. He didn't even notice Tomas moving until he was beside him, crouched low with a second beer, passing it over without a word. Mason took it.

      The label was half-peeled. The neck was damp from the cooler. Their fingers touched briefly. And there was that damn heat again.

      Tomas didn't say anything at first. He just looked at Mason, the firelight dancing across his face.

      "You look almost... human," Tomas said finally, quiet enough that only Mason heard.

      "Must be the fire."

      "Must be the company."

      Mason gave him a look, but it wasn’t the usual biting gaze he’d grown so accustomed to having. "You're awfully proud of yourself."

      "Only when I'm right."

      "You're rarely right."

      Tomas leaned forward a little. "And yet," he murmured, voice brushing the rim of Mason's ear.

      Mason hadn't realized how tightly he was wound until Tomas touched him. It was a simple gesture, but it sliced through the layers of tension Mason hadn't even known he'd built. Tomas's hand was warm, a welcome pressure against his shoulder. He tensed, unsure whether he wanted to stay or escape.

      "Come on," Tomas said softly, pulling him away with just a slight tug. He didn't wait for Mason to speak or even make a choice. He just moved, guiding him through the crowd, away from the noise, away from the bonfire.

      Mason followed, his feet dragging, the ground too soft beneath him to find solid footing. He wasn't sure what he wanted or why he let Tomas lead him. But for once, he didn't pull away.

      They didn't speak as they walked along the shoreline, their feet sinking into the damp sand, waves licking the edges of the beach. The wind picked up the closer they got to the cliffs, carrying the scent of salt and seaweed. Tomas led the way, steady, confident, and Mason followed.

      The fire was distant behind them before Tomas spoke again. "You looked like you were suffocating," Tomas said. “You don’t like parties.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      Mason exhaled through his nose. "They're just... loud."

      "Yeah, they are." Tomas leaned back onto his elbows, eyes up at the sky. "I used to like that. Noise made me feel like something was happening. Now I find myself steering away every now and then."

      Mason sat, slow. "I just," he hesitated. "I don't really know how to be around people anymore."

      There was no silence after that, not really. Just space. Tomas didn't rush to fill it, and Mason didn't try to take it back. The wind whipped harder up around them, coming off the water, but it felt cleaner than the bonfire smoke—honest in a way people weren't.

      "I had this friend," Mason said, staring at the rocks below. "Best friend, since college. We were like... twins, kind of. Until I introduced him to the guy I was dating. And then one day, I came home and found both their shoes in the hall. My key didn't work. He'd changed the lock."

      He laughed once. It sounded like gravel.

      "I didn't fight. Just left."

      Tomas didn't blink. "That's not the kind of thing you fake your way through."

      "I didn't tell anyone. I deleted their numbers. Even my parents didn't know why I left."

      "You needed to disappear?"

      "No. I needed to just not be there."

      Tomas leaned forward then, tugging his shirt up. He turned slightly and pointed to a pale, uneven scar just above his right hip.

      "See that?"

      Mason nodded.

      "Jumped off this cliff when I was eighteen. Trying to impress a boy who said he liked fearless guys. Misjudged the tide, hit a rock."

      Mason frowned. "And the boy?"

      "Disappeared. Never even came to the hospital."

      "You're not selling this beach very well."

      Tomas chuckled. "The beach is honest. People are the ones who lie."

      They both watched the tide move below them, dark waves splashing at the cliff base, steady and slow and uncaring.

      "What happened to him? The boy."

      Tomas shrugged. "No idea. Probably forgot my name."

      The wind came in sharper now, hissing through the grass. A sudden gust hit them full-on, followed by the faintest rumble—low, but unmistakable.

      Tomas looked up sharply. "That's not just wind."

      Another gust hit, harder, and Mason instinctively shielded his face.

      Then came the thunder, rolling overhead like it was shaking the sky loose.

      Tomas stood fast, holding out a hand. "Cabin. Now."

      Mason didn't hesitate. He grabbed it.

      They ran, ducking beneath a curtain of rain that started too suddenly to be natural, as if someone had tipped over a full basin above them. Sand clung to their skin; the wind roared in their ears.

      By the time they got inside Tomas's cabin, they were soaked straight through. Tomas slammed the door shut with his back, bolted it, then turned to Mason—both of them dripping onto the wood floor.

      "We told you the weather here's insane," he said, catching his breath.

      Mason didn't answer. He was staring at Tomas's hand, still loosely holding his.
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      Tomas followed his gaze, then let go, slowly. The cabin settled around them, dim and echoing with rain, the kind of silence that made everything else feel louder—each breath, each beat, each thought not yet said.

      "Take those off before you catch pneumonia," Tomas said, already peeling his own shirt over his head. "Top drawer by the sink—clean stuff. Might be a little loose."

      Mason hesitated, dripping onto the wood floor.

      Tomas eyed him as he walked past, barefoot, water beading on his chest. "Don't worry, I don't bite," he tossed over his shoulder, then grinned. "Unless asked."

      "That's not helping," Mason muttered, but he moved toward the drawer anyway. The corners of his mouth twitched ever so slightly, but he caught himself and let it disappear before it could turn into a full smile.

      The drawer was full of sun-faded tees and soft linen. He picked a dark grey one, holding it up to the dim light. The fabric was warm. Mason peeled his wet shirt off and dropped it on the floor, replacing it with Tomas’s shirt.

      He didn't hear Tomas move, but he felt him—still in the room, somewhere just behind him, like a static charge at his back. Mason didn't turn around.

      "I can leave," Tomas said casually. "Give you privacy."

      "You didn't before."

      "That was underwater," Tomas said. "Different rules."

      "You were watching me."

      "You were drowning."

      Mason pulled the dry shirt over his head. It clung slightly to his damp skin. He still didn't turn.

      "I'm not drowning now."

      "No," Tomas said, voice dropping lower. "Now you're just running."

      Mason sighed stubbornly and finally turned to face him. Tomas leaned against the table, shirtless, still wet, arms crossed and gaze annoyingly firm.

      "I'm not running. I'm right here."

      "Barely." Tomas's mouth curved, not quite a smile. "You show up, and then vanish mid-sentence. You laugh and then look like you regret it. You kiss me without kissing me."

      Mason's jaw tightened. "What do you want me to say?"

      "I don't want you to say anything. I want you to stop disappearing while I'm looking right at you, fantasma."

      Thunder cracked again, loud and sharp enough to rattle the small cabin. Mason flinched.

      Tomas didn't.

      "God, you're annoying," Mason muttered.

      Tomas smirked. "I know."

      "I'm not a project."

      "I know that too."

      Mason ran a hand through his damp hair and exhaled, deep and slow. "This isn't a good idea."

      "You covered that. I'm not going to fix you," Tomas said, voice softer. "I don't want to."

      "Then what do you want?"

      "You," Tomas said, simple and clean. "Not all at once. Just... however you are."

      The little blue flames above the stove tickled on behind them. Mason's fingers curled slightly at his sides.

      Then he crossed the space.

      No warning. No buildup. No clean line between thought and action. He just moved—grabbed Tomas by the collar of those useless linen pants and crushed their mouths together like he was slamming a door that had been creaking open too long.

      Tomas stumbled back a half step, startled. Mason followed. The kiss was heat and salt and something too rough to be called tender, but Tomas didn't stop it—not at first. He let Mason press in, let the hunger unspool between their teeth, let the storm outside echo the one unfurling inside the cabin.

      Mason kissed him like he was trying to erase something. Maybe everything. His fingers dug into Tomas's back, and there was nothing uncertain in it, nothing delicate. Just insistence, motion, a rush of everything he hadn't said since he'd gotten off that plane. Since he'd started lying to himself about what he wanted.

      Tomas let it happen—for a breath, maybe two.

      Then he pulled back, just enough to speak, their foreheads pressed together, lips still brushing with every syllable. "Hey," he whispered. "Look at me."

      Mason didn't. His hands were fisted in Tomas's shirt now, the soaked fabric bunched and dripping, his chest heaving like he'd run a mile uphill. Tomas brought a hand up, cupped Mason's jaw, gentle and guiding.

      "Look at me," he repeated, firmer this time.

      Mason's eyes met his, and something shattered in the air between them. That hot edge of control—the wall Mason had been holding up with clenched fists and sarcasm and silence—had cracked. And he blinked, like he couldn't remember how to stop moving and just be still.

      "You're in control," Tomas said. "Always."

      The words landed with unexpected weight. Mason stilled. His breathing slowed, though it still felt caught in his throat.

      "You're not drowning," Tomas added, softer now. "You're not out of your depth. You're right here, with me."

      Mason exhaled shakily, his forehead still pressed to Tomas's. His grip loosened, hands sliding down to rest at Tomas's sides, fingers barely brushing the skin there.

      Thunder cracked again, but neither of them flinched.

      Mason leaned into Tomas, his body still tense around the edges, but there was something new blooming beneath the surface, warm and quiet. Tomas didn't rush him. His hands stayed steady, resting at Mason's hips, fingers firm and grounding.

      Mason moved first. A small adjustment, barely a shift in pressure—but enough. Enough for Tomas to respond, to guide them backwards in a bizarrely erotic sort of dance, step by step, until Mason's knees hit the edge of the low bed in the corner of the cabin.

      The sheets were half-pulled, the mattress firm under the worn linen, still smelling faintly of salt and wind. Tomas nudged Mason down with the barest pressure, and the latter followed, knees bending, hands catching behind him on the bed. Tomas crawled over him slowly, like he had all night to memorize the shape of Mason beneath him.

      Rain lashed the windows, but inside, the room was warm. Quiet. Heavy with the heat they carried between them.

      Tomas started with Mason's chest, which was still damp, running his palms beneath the fabric of his borrowed shirt, revealing pale skin beneath—goosebumps rising where the air brushed against him. Mason flinched a little when Tomas's fingers brushed an old scar just below his ribs. Tomas didn't ask. Just leaned down and pressed a gentle kiss.

      Mason inhaled sharply, eyes falling shut.

      Tomas didn't stop there. He traced his way up, mouth on skin, slow and deliberate. He paused at Mason's chest, tongue flicking lightly over a nipple before sucking, and Mason let out a strangled sound—half breath, half groan—that surprised them both. His hands clenched in the sheets.

      Tomas looked up, lips parted in a soft exhale, eyes darker than Mason had ever seen. Then he kept going.

      He found every freckle. Every place that made Mason twitch or bite down on a noise. His tongue traced the hollow of Mason's throat, the sharp edge of his collarbone, down the line of his sternum. When he licked just beneath it, Mason's back arched, hips rising involuntarily.

      Tomas chuckled, low and satisfied.

      He slipped Mason's shorts down next, kissing exposed skin inch by inch as he uncovered it, not hurrying. Mason's breath was ragged now, his pulse drumming in his ears. His hands found Tomas's shoulders, fingers dragging along his back like he needed something to hold onto.

      When Tomas's mouth closed around the inside of his hip, Mason gasped. He didn't know his own body could respond like this, didn't know he could feel so exposed and still want more.

      Tomas came back up, mouth brushing along Mason's chest, then his neck, then jaw. When their lips met again, it was slower than before. Tomas kissed him like he was reading a map, charting a course he already knew by heart. Mason opened for him, drawn out of his own body in the best way—unraveled and then brought back in, piece by piece.

      Hands roamed. Breath stuttered. Mason trembled when Tomas reached behind his knee and hitched his leg up. Their bodies slotted closer. Every bit of bare skin sparking against the other.

      The mattress dipped beneath them as Tomas pressed Mason deeper into the sheets, their bodies slotting together like the tide meeting shore. Mason's chestnut hair was mussed against the pillow, his winter-pale skin glowing amber in the lantern light—a constellation of freckles scattered across his shoulders like they'd been painted there by the sun itself. Tomas hovered above him, his sun-bleached dark waves freed from their knot now, brushing Mason's cheek as he leaned down.

      "Still thinking too much," Tomas murmured against the shell of Mason's ear, his Uruguayan accent thickening as he nipped the lobe. His inked shoulders flexed—those swirling waves and nautical stars Mason had been trying not to stare at for days—as he braced himself over Mason's leaner frame.

      Mason opened his mouth to retort, but Tomas chose that moment to drag his tongue down the column of his throat, pausing to suck at the hollow where pulse fluttered wild as a trapped bird. The sound that escaped Mason was embarrassingly raw, his hazel eyes flying wide at his own reaction.

      "Fuck—"

      Tomas chuckled, the vibration traveling straight to Mason's cock. "That's the idea, americano."

      His calloused hands—rough from years of handling dive gear—slid under the borrowed shirt still clinging to Mason's torso, thumbs brushing over peaked nipples. Mason arched off the bed with a gasp, his freckled shoulders pressing into the sheets.

      "Christ, you're⁠—"

      "Responsive?" Tomas peeled the shirt up with agonizing slowness, exposing inch after inch of pale skin. "I noticed."

      His bright brown eyes darkened as he took in the full expanse of Mason's chest—the dusting of chestnut hair between his pecs, the pink flush spreading down his sternum, the old appendectomy scar silvered near his hipbone.

      When Tomas bent to lick a stripe over one nipple, Mason's fingers tangled in those sun-streaked waves, torn between pushing him away and holding him closer. The contrast of their skin was obscene—Tomas's golden tan against Mason's winter pallor, the ink on his shoulders stark against the clean lines of Mason's freckled body.

      "Look at you," Tomas breathed against damp skin, his stubble scraping deliciously as he worked his way down Mason's torso. "All this control"—a kiss to the quivering plane of Mason's stomach—"and you're shaking from just my mouth."

      Mason wanted to protest, but Tomas was already sliding his boxers off with a tug from tanned fingers. The humid coastal air hit Mason's overheated skin as Tomas dragged the fabric down, revealing him fully.

      Tomas's gaze was molten as he took in Mason's cock—hard and flushed against his belly, a bead of moisture already gathering at the tip.

      "Fucking perfect," Tomas growled, and before Mason could muster a sarcastic reply, that wicked tongue was licking a hot stripe from base to tip.

      Mason's back bowed off the bed, a string of curses tumbling from his lips as Tomas swallowed him down. The heat was unbearable. Tomas's mouth was tight and wet, his sun-bleached hair slipping through Mason's trembling fingers. Every flick of that tongue, every hum around his cock sent sparks up Mason's spine, his normally controlled breathing reduced to ragged gasps.

      When Tomas pulled off with an obscene pop, Mason nearly sobbed from the loss. But then those inked arms were hooking under his thighs, pushing his legs up and apart as Tomas settled between them.

      "Wait—" Mason's voice cracked.

      Tomas paused, his brown eyes meeting Mason's. "Tell me."

      Mason swallowed hard. He could count on one hand the times he'd let someone take control of him like this. But the hunger in Tomas's gaze—the way his tanned muscles trembled with restraint—undid him. "Just... don't stop."

      The grin Tomas gave him was feral. "Wasn't planning to."

      The first press of Tomas's tongue against his hole had Mason seeing stars, his fingers scrambling for purchase on the sweat-slick sheets. Tomas held his hips firm, lapping at him like he was savoring some exotic fruit, his stubble rough against Mason's inner thighs. When the tip of that devilish tongue breached him, Mason shouted, his cock leaking untouched against his stomach.

      "T-Tomas—fuck⁠—"

      "Taste like the ocean," Tomas murmured against his skin before diving back in, one hand sneaking up to stroke Mason in time with each thrust of his tongue. The dual sensation was overwhelming—Mason's thighs trembled violently, his freckled chest heaving as pleasure coiled tight in his gut.

      Just when Mason thought he might come from this alone, Tomas pulled away, wiping his glistening mouth with the back of his hand. Mason whimpered at the loss, his hazel eyes glassy with need.

      "Patience," Tomas chided, though his own breathing was ragged. He reached for the nightstand where a half-empty bottle of coconut oil sat—leftover from some tropical dive excursion, no doubt. The scent of it mingled with salt and sex as Tomas slicked his fingers, his cock, the muscles in his inked shoulders rippling with the movement.

      When Tomas pressed a finger inside, Mason's throat constricted, his body clamping down instinctively.

      "Easy," Tomas soothed, leaning down to capture Mason's mouth in a filthy kiss.

      Mason could taste himself on Tomas's tongue—bitter and primal—and it should have repulsed him. Instead, he moaned into the kiss, his pale hands clutching at Tomas's golden shoulders as that clever finger crooked just right.

      "Another," Mason demanded against Tomas's lips, surprising himself.

      Tomas chuckled but obeyed, adding a second finger and scissoring them slowly. The stretch burned beautifully, Mason's cock twitching against Tomas's abs as those calloused fingers brushed over his prostate.

      "Fuck, you're tight," Tomas gritted out, his usually bright eyes now black with desire. Sweat gleamed on his tanned back, trickling down the grooves between muscles earned from years of diving.

      Mason could only pant in response, his chestnut hair plastered to his forehead as Tomas worked him open with relentless precision. When Tomas added a third finger, Mason threw an arm over his face, biting his own forearm to stifle a shout.

      "None of that." Tomas tugged Mason's arm away, pinning it above his head. "I want to hear you."

      The first push of Tomas's cock was exquisite torture—a slow, inexorable slide that had Mason digging his heels into the mattress. Tomas's breath came in harsh gusts against Mason's neck as he bottomed out, their bodies flush from chest to hip.

      "Jesus, you feel—" Tomas cut himself off with a groan, his inked biceps trembling where he braced himself over Mason.

      Mason couldn't speak. Could only feel—the overwhelming fullness, the heat of Tomas's golden skin against his paler limbs, the way their sweat-slick bodies slid together with each shallow thrust.

      Then Tomas moved.

      It wasn't the frantic pace Mason expected. Tomas fucked him with the same willful rhythm he used when diving—controlled power beneath lazy, rolling motions. Each drag of his cock along Mason's prostate had white spots dancing behind Mason's eyelids, his own neglected erection leaking between them.

      "Touch yourself," Tomas ordered, his voice wrecked. "Want to watch you come on my cock."

      The command sent a fresh wave of heat through Mason. He fisted his own cock in time with Tomas's thrusts, his freckled stomach already streaked with precum. The sight of their bodies moving together—Tomas's tanned hands gripping his pale hips, the black ink of his tattoos stark against Mason's flushed skin—was almost too much.

      "T-Tomas, I'm⁠—"

      "Come for me." Tomas punctuated the order with a brutal snap of his hips, hitting Mason's prostate dead-on.

      Mason shattered with a cry, cum striping his chest in hot spurts as his body clamped down around Tomas. The pleasure was so intense it bordered on pain, Mason's vision whiting out as wave after wave crashed over him.

      Tomas followed moments later, his rhythm stuttering as he buried himself deep with a guttural moan. Mason felt the hot spill of release inside him, Tomas's tanned body going taut as a bowstring before collapsing atop him.

      For long minutes, there was only the sound of their labored breathing and the distant roar of the storm moving across the ocean. Tomas's sun-bleached hair tickled Mason's cheek where his face was buried in the crook of Mason's neck.

      When Tomas finally rolled off, he dragged Mason with him, their sweat-slick limbs tangling effortlessly. Mason expected some smartass remark, but Tomas just ran a finger round his finger-ring tan line before murmuring, "Stay."

      And for the first time since arriving in Uruguay, Mason considered saying yes.
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      Mason woke up alone. The cabin was silent except for the soft hum of the storm outside, now nothing more than a whisper of wind against the walls. He blinked a few times, groggy, the remnants of the night before swirling in his mind—broken fragments of warmth and heat, of Tomas's hands, of his mouth, of the way he'd pulled Mason closer. His skin still seemed to carry the memory of Tomas's touch, a phantom heat he couldn't shake.

      He turned his head, eyes searching the cabin, but Tomas was gone. The bed, once warm with the heat of their bodies, was cold. The silence felt like a violation, like an absence that stretched too wide. The lingering scent of saltwater, the faint trace of wood, was the only reminder that Tomas had been here, that last night had been real.

      His gaze fell to the small table by the window, where a single cup of coffee sat. Steam rose from it, faint and curling in the morning light. Sweetened, just how Mason liked it. Tomas had no way of knowing that, yet he had. And now, he was gone.

      Mason swallowed, the lump in his throat tight and stubborn. Tomas had noticed something about him—something so small, so subtle. And in the haze of last night, it had felt like a universe unfolding between them. But now it was just a detail. A fleeting one.

      He stood from the bed, legs stiff, his body still adjusting to the aftermath of the night. He glanced at the clock above the door—late morning. His chest tightened as his mind shifted into automatic mode. It's time to go. He had to leave, to get out of here before the emotions tangled him up too much.

      The cabin felt like a trap now, a space that had once held something profound but now seemed to suffocate him. He moved through the room, a stranger in Tomas's space. Tomas's clothes were still scattered across the floor—his shirt crumpled by the bed, his shoes kicked aside. Reminders of what had been, of the intimacy they had shared. Mason stepped over them, unwilling to linger.

      He should've left last night. But staying had felt like a choice he wasn't ready to face. Tomas had been there—had been so close—and Mason had let himself feel it. Feel what it could be, what it might have been. But that was impossible. It always had been.

      Mason didn't belong here.

      The decision was made, his mind firm. When he reached his rental place, he was going to open that kitchen drawer, power up his phone, and book the next available flight back home.

      He stepped outside into the cold morning air. The salty breeze hit his face, the storm's remnants still clinging to the atmosphere, mixing with the scent of the ocean and earth. The lodge was a short walk away, but he needed the time alone. Time to think. Time to breathe. He couldn't do this—couldn't let himself get lost in this place. He wasn't built for this kind of uncertainty.

      By the time he reached the lodge, the decision felt heavier, more final. He unlocked the door and stepped inside, the familiar quiet of the room pressing down on him. It was empty, just as it had been the night before. Still. Stagnant. Cold. The air felt too thick, almost suffocating, as if the room itself was holding its breath, waiting for him to move, to make the next decision.

      As he reached for his phone, his heart began to race, beating faster than it should. He knew the next step. It was clear. He needed to leave. This place wasn’t meant for him anymore. He’d gone here to hide, run from his feelings, be alone. But now he couldn’t do that anymore.

      He tapped through the app, booking a flight back to reality. Back to where he could hide from this mess. From Tomas. From what had happened. The moment his booking confirmation flashed on the screen, a hollow emptiness settled over him.

      There was no going back now.

      His heart pounded in his chest as he walked to the bedroom and pulled his bag from the wooden closet. He had to pack. His flight was booked. Tomas was gone. He had no choice.

      Mason's movements were mechanical as he began gathering his things. His fingers worked quickly, pulling clothes from the closet, tossing them into the bag. His mind was already on the next step, the logistics of it all. But then his hand paused, fingers brushing over his shoes.

      The ache in his chest gnawed at him, but he couldn't afford to feel it. He had to finish this, finish what he started. He had made his choice. He was leaving. There was no room for doubt.

      But the truth, however hard it was to admit, was that it wasn't as simple as it was supposed to be. The decision had been made, but there was still the ache, the haunting need to understand what had happened. He couldn't look at the pile of discarded clothes Tomas had left behind, couldn't think about the way Tomas's touch had felt so natural, so sure. Tomas had been there. And Mason had let him go.

      Another knock at the door jolted him from his thoughts, and his heart skipped a beat. He knew who it was before he even opened it.

      Tomas stood in the doorway, his expression unreadable. His eyes scanned the room quickly, pausing on the half-packed bag, then locking onto Mason. The weight of his gaze was like a pressure, a silent plea, a question hanging in the air between them.

      "So, that's it?" Tomas's voice was low, cracked, as if he had already resigned himself to the answer.

      Mason felt a lump rise in his throat, and for a moment, he couldn't speak. The words that came to mind felt foreign, meaningless. He had to say something, though. Something to make this easier.

      "This was just a fling," Mason said, the words feeling like gravel in his mouth. He turned his gaze away, unwilling to meet Tomas's eyes. He had to get this over with. Tomas needed to hear it.

      The silence that followed felt suffocating, heavy with the things neither of them was saying. Tomas stood there for a long moment, his eyes searching Mason's face, before he let out a slow breath. He didn't argue, didn't fight the words that Mason had thrown out like stones in a pond. Instead, Tomas's voice was quiet when he spoke next.

      "For you, maybe," Tomas replied, his voice cracking slightly, the vulnerability in those words cutting through the walls Mason had built around himself. Tomas turned to leave, but not before adding something, almost to himself, as if it wasn't meant for Mason to hear.

      "You're the first person I wanted to wake up to."

      Mason froze. The words hit him harder than anything Tomas had said before. His hands trembled, his chest tightening as the weight of what he'd just lost pressed down on him. Tomas was turning away, his steps slow, heavy, the sound of his footsteps on the ground like a drumbeat in Mason's ears.

      The door clicked shut behind Tomas, and Mason stood there, unmoving, for what felt like an eternity. The space around him was silent, too silent. His hands shook as he looked down at his half-packed bag, and in that moment, regret settled into his bones like a stone that had no intention of leaving.

      Tomas was gone. And Mason had let him go.
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      Mason's fingers trembled around the bus ticket, the crumpled edges digging into his palm as he stared down at the ground. He hadn't been able to get on the bus, not when his legs felt like they were carrying a hundred-pound weight. His mind raced back to the dive shop, to the cabin, to Tomas's face—the way Tomas had looked at him that night, like he was both the answer and the question.

      His chest ached, a void deep at the core of him that wouldn't go away. He had tried to convince himself this was just a fling, that it was always meant to be temporary, a brief escape. But as he waited at the bus stop, staring at the dive tour flyer that bore Tomas's image—the same grin he'd seen in person only days ago—everything he thought he'd been sure of began to disintegrate. Tomas had been in the background of his mind for months, but now, even his smile felt like an anchor, one he wasn’t sure was drowning him or keeping him steady.

      The edges of the flyer crumpled under Mason's fist. Maybe for him, it was just a fling.

      But had it ever been that simple?

      Mason clenched his jaw, dropping the ticket to the dust-ridden ground. A gust of wind blew the flyer to the side, and he let it go. He was done pretending to know the answers to his own heart. This wasn't about leaving anymore. It wasn't about running from something deeper, something that had always been underneath the surface. It was about accepting it, about reckoning with what he'd buried for too long.

      He stood. His feet carried him back to the dive shop with an instinctual pull he couldn't ignore, a pull he was done fighting. Every step felt like a question, each footfall a reminder of what he had been running from.

      The shop was quiet when he arrived, the usual hum of activity gone, replaced by a muffled stillness that pressed against his ears. Tomas was there, bent over some equipment, the sound of a cloth scraping against metal a rhythmic beat in the quiet air.

      Mason stopped at the threshold, just outside the door. Tomas didn't hear him. He could see Tomas's back, broad and tense, his posture rigid, as if bracing for something. The weight of the moment settled over Mason's shoulders like a heavy mantle.

      The realization hit harder than any wave. He was already here. He had come back. There was no running anymore. Not from Tomas. Not from whatever this was between them.

      Tomas didn't look up right away, and Mason had all the time in the world to take in the small details—the worn edges of Tomas's boots, the way the sleeves of his shirt rolled up around his arms, revealing tan lines where the sun had kissed him.

      Tomas was real. All of him. And Mason couldn't just walk away from that.

      The door creaked open under Mason's hand, and Tomas glanced up, blinking slowly as if unsure he was seeing correctly. His eyes were red-rimmed, worn down, the kind of weariness that spoke of too much thinking and too little sleep. But when he saw Mason, something flickered in those eyes—a shift, an unexpected tension.

      Mason didn't need to say anything. Tomas's gaze dropped to the bag Mason was holding, then flicked back to his face. There was no question in Tomas's voice when he spoke.

      "What do you want?" Tomas's words were soft, a little broken, as if he already knew the answer but needed to hear it anyway.

      Mason's mouth went dry. He'd been prepared for this moment, but now that it was here, he didn't know what to say. The words—just a fling, just a mistake—seemed like an echo from someone else's life. He couldn't speak them out loud. Not to Tomas. Not when everything inside him screamed the opposite.

      He couldn't lie to him. Not when everything between them had been so raw, so unguarded. But the fear—the fear of admitting the truth, of saying aloud what he was still struggling to understand himself—clawed at him. Instead, he closed his eyes briefly, taking a shallow breath.

      "I don't know how to do this," Mason whispered, his voice low, raw. "But I want to try."

      Tomas didn't answer at first. There was a moment of hesitation, a long, thick silence that felt like the space between two people who were both scared of the same thing. Tomas's jaw tightened, his hands stiff at his sides, and Mason could see the tremor there—the vulnerability that had always been beneath the surface. It wasn't just about diving, about the sea. It was about Tomas too.

      The seconds stretched on, taut as a rope pulled too tight. And then Tomas's shoulders relaxed, just slightly, and he took a step forward. He didn't speak at first, but the way his eyes softened told Mason everything he needed to know. He didn't need words from Tomas, not now. Tomas had said more with the weight of his gaze than anyone else could say in a thousand sentences.

      With no further warning, Tomas closed the distance between them, pulling Mason in gently, his hands warm against Mason's back. They stood there for a long time, silent except for the faint hum of the ocean's rhythm beyond the walls of the shop, the crashing of waves on the shore.

      Tomas's forehead met Mason's, a quiet surrender in the way they stood together—two people, bruised but trying, letting the world spin on without them for a moment.

      Mason closed his eyes, and for the first time in what felt like forever, he allowed himself to breathe. He didn't know what this would be, where it would go, but he no longer cared about the future. All he knew was that for this moment, he wasn't running. And Tomas wasn't leaving.

      The storm inside them both was fading, not with grand gestures or declarations, but in the space they created together. In the way their hearts beat, steady and sure, like the rhythm of the tide that never stopped. And for the first time, Mason understood—this was how it was always meant to be.
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        * * *

      

      Ocean Echoes

      

      He would wait for someone who understood that his roots here weren't limitations, but foundations. Someone who wouldn't ask him to choose…
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