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        To my loves. Thank you, thank you, thank you.
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        The events of this novella take place after Ash and Dean’s novel, OPEN HEARTS and Julia and Max’s novel LOCKED BOX. Big stuff goes down in both books, so if you’d like to avoid spoilers, I’d strongly suggest you duck on over and read LB and Open Hearts (and maybe Ash and Dean’s novella BABY TALK) before proceeding to this book-ola.
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      Greta smiled her psychologists smile. Somehow it managed to be both warm and knowing, without any trace of condescension. For the millionth time, Julia wondered how she did it so well. If she’d taken a class at university or practiced in the mirror or rehearsed in groups with other shrinks, or what.

      “Last week you said you wanted to tell Max about your fantasy.”

      “Yes,” Julia agreed. “I did say that.”

      “You planned to tell him after dinner on…” Greta checked her notepad. “Wednesday. Did you manage to talk to him?”

      Julia had spent the whole week living in fear of this question. She shifted slightly on the white leather couch Greta provided for her clients, delaying her answer for as long as possible. Maybe she could just say yes? But then she’d have to make up lies about Max’s reactions and the things she’d said in response, and it was all too difficult.

      “Julia?” Greta urged in her gentle voice. “Did you manage to talk to him?”

      “Nnnnnnot really.”

      Her therapist’s sympathetic smile grew wider. “That’s completely understandable.”

      “Is it?”

      Greta laughed. “Of course, you set the goal you’re not being held to account, by me or anyone else, but can you please…”

      Julia knew what her therapist was going to say next. Six months of sessions had made her very familiar with the phrases Greta used when she wanted to coax her into self-reflection.

      “…walk me through what you were thinking?”

      Called it, Julia thought, with a tiny prickle of annoyance. When she first started therapy, she’d been expecting to cry her eyes out on a couch as a benevolent creature told her some variation of the phrase ‘there, there’ or ‘it’ll all be okay’ or ‘life is full of ups and downs.’ Instead, what she felt in Greta’s office was mostly irritation. Fixing her neuroses meant being accountable for her dumb behaviour and finding ways to be less dumb about it. Her old patterns weren’t enjoyable, but they were easy. Self-analysis, on the other hand, was hard freaking work. It required so much honesty and, even though it sounded stupid out loud, bravery.

      “Julia,” Greta prodded in her lilting Irish accent. “What were you thinking about the night you intended to tell Max about your fantasy?”

      Julia sighed and tucked a knee into her chest. She knew the sooner she owned up, the easier it would be. “I wanted to tell him. I made dinner and got a bottle of wine and put on lipstick. I thought doing the whole sexy girlfriend thing would make it easier. Then he came home and he’d had a really shitty day at work and he wanted to have normal sex. I mean normal-for-us sex. He tied me up.”

      Greta nodded, as though Julia had confessed nothing more exciting than trying a new brand of yogurt. “Did you like it?”

      Julia nodded. “We got to blow off some steam and then afterward we were all sleepy and you know, happy and cuddly. I didn’t want to ruin the night by bringing up my freakiness.”

      Greta smiled a lot, but hours of weekly sessions had taught Julia to interpret them. This one was slightly chiding, as though she was a kid pulling faces at strangers in a café. “You know better than to call yourself a freak, Julia.”

      “I know, it’s just…I can still remember a time when I wasn’t obsessed with this fantasy. Part of me just wants to go back there and not deal with this anymore, not have it be so freaking important.”

      Greta said nothing. They’d had many conversations about the fact that willing away sexually deviant fantasies was about as helpful as hitting yourself with a hammer. Julia was sure her silence was meant to remind her of that and goddammit, it worked. She felt another little stab of irritation, followed by, as it usually was these days, gratitude. Getting called on your shit enough did that to you. It made you appreciate that you were being steered toward the truth, even if it hurt. Julia raised both her hands. “Okay, I acknowledge that I want this kinky thing, but I still don’t know if I should tell Max.”

      “How did you feel during the sex you had on Wednesday night?” Greta asked. “Were you picturing the fantasy? Playing it in your head while Max was pleasuring you?”

      Julia stared at Greta’s pot plant, the leaves of which she’d memorized along with her therapist smiles. Explaining the intricacies of her sex life hadn’t been part of her therapy plan, but it was invariably linked to what she’d come to see Greta about in the first place. Besides, it wasn’t so hard to talk to Dr Greta O’Dwyer about sex. She gave off the vibe that she’d heard it all before, besides, the light bondage, spanking and filthy talk she and Max engaged in were hardly revolutionary in these post Fifty Shades of Grey times. Still, she could stand to have a single headshrinker session where she didn’t discuss fucking with an Oxford graduate old enough to be her mother. She inhaled deeply. “Yeah, I was picturing the fantasy while he did stuff to me. I couldn’t help it. It’s like the more I try to ignore it and focus on the moment, the more it fills up my brain.”

      “And how does that make you feel?”

      As always, Julia tried not to smile at that most famous of psychologist phrases. “Um, shitty I guess? Like, I’m a weirdo who can’t enjoy sex like a regular woman.”

      Greta scribbled something on her ever present notepad, then smiled again, this time a gentle, don’t-be-so-hard-on-yourself-smile. “There’s no such thing as a ‘regular woman.’”

      Julia rolled her eyes. “I know, but why are we even talking about this? I didn’t come here to talk about boning, I came here because I’m scared of…”

      “Yes?”

      Julia groaned. More of this forcing you to confront your own fears bullshit. “Money. I started seeing you because I’m afraid of money. I always was, then it started getting worse, then my friends and family freaked out and told me I had to see a shrink, and here we are.”

      Greta gave a satisfied nod. “Yes. Here we are.”

      Julia returned her gaze to the pot plant, her cheeks burning. Six months, and she was still so embarrassed by her fears that admitting them out loud made her feel stupid. Money fears. Jesus. She wasn’t a hungry nine-year-old crying over cans of cold tuna anymore, she was twenty-eight and the head of her own game design studio, Scarlet Girl Gaming. She had a beautiful apartment, excellent friends and a stone cold fox for a husband. She’d broken the cycle of poverty in a way her childhood friends never would, and yet she was still so fucking broken. Incapable of getting her shit together enough to look at her bank balance for more than two seconds.

      “You know people come to the psychologist expecting to get fixed,” she told Greta. “We’ve been doing this for months and I’m still so caught up in a single word.”

      “Well, it is a word that embodies your greatest fear,” Greta said in a reasonable tone. “Is it realistic to think you’d overcome your greatest fear, a fear forged by decades of neglect and abuse, in under half a year?”

      “Maybe not. But I didn’t think it would be this…tedious.”

      Greta laughed. “You find our sessions tedious?”

      “Not because of you!” Julia said quickly. “But you can finish a game campaign in a day, maybe a week if it’s really, really intense and even then you enjoy doing it. It’s more fun when it’s hard.”

      “That’s because there are set objectives and measurable advancements along the way.”

      “Exactly! You can see you’re leveling up and getting better. But this…I mean, I come here every week and I just get more confused. I was just starting to get a handle on talking about…” Julia inhaled. “…money when I started having silly sex fantasies I can’t tell Max about. It completely sucks. Why can’t therapy be like a game?”

      Greta clicked the top of her pen, the closest she ever came to looking exasperated. “Video games were made by people like you, people who crave a fixed goal-based reality that does not exist. I wish I could give you a more demonstrable sign of your improvement, Julia, but you have to believe me when I tell you, you are getting better. Your fantasy, as silly as it might seem to you, proves it.”

      Julia frowned. “How?”

      “What is the eroticization of a fear except the brain’s attempt to turn something painful into something pleasurable?”

      “A sign you’re unhinged?” she offered, though she felt her muscles soften slightly. Another small sign that despite her new sexual perversions, Greta might be right. Therapy might be working.

      It hadn’t been her idea to start seeing a psychologist. She’d come home one day to find Max, her sister Ash and her friend and co-founder SG Gaming, Tiff, gathered around her kitchen table.

      “Whoa,” she’d said, looking from somber face to somber face. “Does someone have cancer?”

      Max pulled out the chair beside him. “No baby, we just want to talk to you. Come sit down?”

      The next couple of hours had been some of the worst of Julia’s life. Max, Tiff, and Ash told her in no uncertain terms that her refusal to talk about or handle money was both infuriating and scary and it needed to be addressed. Julia had protested, and so they’d laid out their evidence; Ash still managed her online banking and set up all her direct debits. Max looked after their mortgage and household expenses without any of her input. Tiff was solely responsible for overseeing SG Gaming’s finances. Burdens they were all increasingly unwilling to carry for her, not out of love, but fear. It was clear to them she was losing whatever small amount of money independence she’d had.

      “You wouldn’t care if I was running the business into the ground as long as you didn’t have to talk about money,” Tiff said, tears brimming in the corners of her heavily made-up eyes. “Do you know how fucking terrifying that is? That you’re so scared of something so basic and important and I can’t help you feel better, no matter how hard I try?”

      Julia’s tears had started then. Not gentle, remorseful tears, torrents of hot water. She told them she’d try harder, get a personal assistant to help her work on her finances, but that wasn’t enough for the three people who loved her the most. They didn’t want her to smooth over her issues with wet cement solutions, they wanted her to go deep inside herself and pull out the poisoned jewel that made her palms sweat whenever she saw a bank, that made her refuse to handle cash. They wanted her to fix the thing that was broken inside her.

      That she was scarred from a childhood filled with money troubles was obvious. Her earliest memories were quivering in bed as grown-ups fought over bills. Her mother was an alcoholic and the closest thing she ever had to a job was shoplifting and selling pills. Money was the source of all her problems, or that’s the way she saw it. As Greta pointed out, being an alcoholic with no aspirations besides getting drunk as fuck was probably the larger stressing point, but Julia couldn’t see that when she was three, four, five years old. She could only see that money was the difference between her house being ice cold or pleasantly warm, her stomach being full or painfully empty, her mother throwing plates or spinning her around the room laughing. Money was good, and it was also evil, but mostly it was too powerful for someone like her. She wanted no part of it, ever.

      By the time she was twenty, she’d placed her money phobias firmly under the heading of ‘personality.’ It had never occurred to her that she might be able to fix them or that other people might want her to. Then she and Tiff had started SG gaming, a company aimed at bringing female artists, programmers, and designers together to create female-centered indie games on a level previously unforeseen in the western hemisphere. They had become so successful so quickly, she’d barely even noticed her anti-money quirks becoming a full-blown phobia, that the merest mention of cash made her shudder and leave the room. Her intervention had come as a punch in the gut, a reminder that for all her accomplishments, part of her remained stunted, a twisted tree growing into the ground instead of up.

      As confronting as Ash’s anger and her best friend’s tears had been, it was the naked fear on Max’s face as he talked about his feelings of helplessness and isolation that made Julia agree to go see Dr Greta O’Dwyer.

      Julia had never loved anyone as purely as she loved Max, and she was willing to do whatever it took to make sure he never felt that way again. She attended her first session with Greta later that week and after a rocky start (it took Julia three sessions to even say the word ‘money’) things did begin to improve. She was able to look at the swipey thing when paying for coffee and have whole five-minute conversations with Tiff about their investors. In fact, she was starting to feel a bit optimistic when The Fantasy showed up.

      It started as a dream. She was waitressing in the kind of fifties diner she’d only seen in American movies, wearing a frilly pink uniform and serving faceless strangers huge neon slices of pie. She’d turned, and Max had been sitting at a booth, sharply focused in this world of Vaseline dipped haziness. He was dressed like a noir novel detective; white shirt, suspenders, a gray trench coat. His wedding ring gleamed bright on his left hand but in this dream, Julia knew he was not her husband. He was a stranger.

      Dream-Max ordered something from her but it was all mush, all insubstantial; they both knew why he was there. He touched her thigh as she poured him black coffee, his palm sliding up her lacy skirt.

      “Come home with me,” he implored, his fingers stroking her skin. “I’ll fuck you so good, you’ll think you died and went to heaven.”

      “I can’t,” she’d replied, though she’d wanted to say the opposite and they both knew it.

      “Why not?”

      “You’re married.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” He took hold of the nylon hem of her dress and tugged her closer. “Okay, baby, how much?”

      Julia the waitress stammered her confusion, but Max’s big hand just gripped her skirt tighter, refusing to let her loose. “How much would it take for you to fuck me tonight? Two hundred? Three? Every girl’s got her price. What’s yours?”

      She’d woken up then, gasping and insanely horny, the heels of her hands pressed between her legs.

      “Jules?” Max had mumbled beside her. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes,” she breathed, her thoughts and feelings all a-blur. “I’m just…I’m really turned on all of a sudden.”

      Then she’d jumped him, climbed on top of him, and ridden him senseless. Max hadn’t minded the midnight fuck one little bit, but he also hadn’t known she was imagining he’d paid her for sex. That she was pretending her fine, upstanding, police officer husband was a pervert and a bully of the highest order and getting off on the idea.

      She’d hoped, prayed, The Fantasy had been a one-off thing, a mere quirk of her sleeping mind. She was wrong. It was a full-on kink, and it was expanding as rapidly as a kid’s jumping castle, putting up walls, towers, and turrets when there had once been none. She fantasised about being paid for sex whenever she was turned on, dreamed about it at least once a week, and soon she couldn’t come without imagining Max was that sly, coercive detective asking her for her price.

      This was problematic.

      Throughout her childhood, Julia’s mother had engaged in what Ash had dubbed ‘diet prostitution.’ She never had sex for money (that they knew of) but she always had a boyfriend or two on the scene, paying bills and bringing them food and gifts. She was a sugar baby, Julia supposed, though thinking of her mum that way grossed her out almost as much as the idea that those sad childhood memories were spurring her sexual fantasies. She didn’t want that to be true, she didn’t want to be turned on by coercion. She just wanted everything to be normal again.

      “So,” Greta said, snapping Julia out of her thoughts. “Do you want to reschedule when you tell Max about the fantasy?”

      Julia licked her lips. “What would you say if I told you I didn’t want to tell him?”

      “I’d say that’s your choice.”

      “Typical therapist.”

      Greta smiled. “I would also tell you that money is a very powerful symbol. Perhaps the most powerful symbol on earth. You’re not responsible for the interest you’ve developed in this new fantasy, but you are answerable for how you allow it to affect your life and at the moment, it’s making it very difficult for you to have an enjoyable sex life with your husband.”

      Julia tugged her knees even tighter into her chest. “I know, it’s just that everything is so crazy right now. I’ve got work and Max is up for a promotion and Ash and Dean have the new baby, I just never feel like it’s the right time.”

      Greta smiled her kindliest smile. “That’s because it’ll never be ‘the right time.’ But it doesn’t have to be. The time is now. Engage with the strength you have now, the tools you have now, and remind yourself that what you want from your husband isn’t shameful. It’s an interesting idea, one not so different from things you and Max already do in bed.”

      “You say that, but Max doesn’t really go for role play,” Julia countered. “Like, he can be all bossy and alpha, but he doesn’t really do characters. I think he’d find it embarrassing.”

      “Without asking him, you can’t know that,” Greta said with the silver sword parlance of a practiced bullshit-slicer.

      “Not exactly,” Julia admitted. “But Ash and Dean do a lot of that kind of thing, role play stuff, and whenever it comes up in conversation, Max gets this look on his face.”

      “What look?”

      “The ‘why can’t people just fuck? Why do they have to make things so complicated and weird’ look.”

      Greta’s gentle smile resurfaced like a friendly Lock Ness monster. “Well, he doesn’t know that role play is something you might be interested in. I think it’s worth bringing it up again, this time with the understanding that it’s something you’re curious about exploring, if not fulfilling.”

      “Am I curious about fulfilling the fantasy though? I mean, would it even be healthy? Going from money aversion to money attraction and making Max act this out with me?”

      “Well, what do you think?”

      Julia squirmed against the warm leather. “I think it’s strange…”

      Greta waited, utterly still, the tip of her pen poised over her notepad like the sword of Damocles.

      “…but the idea of role-playing the scenes I imagine doesn’t make me feel terrible, the way hating money does. I think maybe if Max liked it, it would be nice to get some pleasure out of this whole clusterfuck.”

      “Mmm,” Greta said, scribbling a small note onto the paper, her smile wider than Julia had seen it in a long time. “Well that sounds perfectly understandable to me, perhaps it will seem that way to Max as well.”

      “I need to talk to him about it, don’t I?” Julia said. “That’s why you’re smiling like that, you think I’m having a breakthrough and now I’m really ready to talk to Max.”

      The therapist laughed. “You know me very well, Julia. Yes, I do think you’re really ready to talk to your husband about this. Even if you don’t get the answer you want, it’ll be a start.”

      Julia grimaced at the thought of Max reacting badly to what she had to say. “Do you think maybe I could get drunk and tell him?

      Greta’s expression said all she needed to know.

      “Fine,” Julia said. “I’ll tell him tonight.”
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      Julia thought about cooking a roast, buying a bottle of Veuve Clicquot, putting on a big song and dance. Then she remembered that hadn’t worked before. Pumping herself up to reveal her sexy fantasy to Max had only ever ended in her freaking out and panic-seducing him. So when she got home from therapy, she put on her oldest, scummiest tracksuit pants and parked herself in front of the TV to play Shadow of the Colossus.

      Max usually got home at around six, but he was putting in a lot of overtime lately as he vied for a supervising Sergeant position. Julia could respect that, but their relationship had become pretty bare-bones with him working twelve-hour days. They still fucked, talked shop, and ate dinner, but that was pretty much all they had time to do until the weekend rolled around. Even then, they were constantly getting calls from junior detectives and tech employees needing guidance. It was the life they’d chosen, a life she wanted, but she sometimes missed being a lowly country town IT worker and Max a Constable whose main responsibility was the afternoon KFC run.

      She heard Max’s key turn in the door at quarter past seven and her heart skittered like a set of ninepins toppling over. She paused her game. “Hey, babe. How’s it going?”

      “Better now,” came her husband’s deep, molten steel voice. “You in the lounge?”

      “Yeah.”

      Somehow she could hear him smile. “Be there in a second.”

      She listened to the familiar sound of Max removing his brogues and walking down the hall. She sat up straight and brushed her fringe out of her eyes. Her emerald engagement ring got caught in the strands and she tugged it out, feeling her panic spiking. She didn’t want to talk to him, but she would. This needed to be done. She would just have to blurt it out, get it into the open air, and hope for the best. If not, she’d spend the rest of the week dreading her next session with Greta. And…

      And she wanted to tell him.

      Max strode into the room, careful to avoid blocking the TV. “Hey, gorgeous girl.”

      Wow, Julia thought as she always did when she looked at him. That’s my husband.

      Max was wearing a white shirt and a navy tie, his charcoal suit jacket still slung over his arm. She missed his cop uniform, but he looked damn sharp in lawyer clothes. His body was just as powerful as it had been when they first met, his face as stern and handsome. The only real change the years had delivered was the silver scattered through his coal-black hair. A Clooney-esque feature that only served to enhance his authoritative hotness.

      “Hey,” she said, feeling almost shy in the face of what she was about to tell him.

      Max threw his suit jacket on the couch. “Missed me?”

      “Always,” Julia said because she had. “I haven’t started dinner. Do you want to go get something to eat? Thai or something?”

      “Hmm, maybe later.” Max knelt down in front of her. “First I want a kiss from a famous girl?”

      “Famous girl?”

      He laughed. “You haven’t seen the video yet, have you? The one Tiff put up of you speaking at that thing in Tokyo?”

      “No, I’ve been logged out since three.”

      Max cupped her cheek and brought his face closer to hers. “Clever.”

      One of the things Greta had helped integrate into her life was big blocks of time away from the internet. Now that she was a recognizable female figure in tech, her trolling had increased exponentially, as well as the demands on her time. Staying connected twenty-four-seven had stressed her out and exacerbated her money issues. Now she had an old brick of a Nokia phone and logged off her laptop whenever she wasn’t at work. She missed the rolling news updates and cat memes, but it was worth it.

      “How did I look in the video?” she asked Max.

      He grinned. “Smart. Funny. So fucking sexy. Twenty thousand views already.”

      “And the comments?”

      Max’s expression darkened, telling her everything she needed to know.

      “I won’t read them,” she said preemptively, knowing what Max was about to say. She knew what the comments would be. Smatterings of praise and genuine discourse buried in a mountain of ‘stay in your lane, slut,’ ‘what a load of fake bullshit,’ and ‘just what the world needs, more white bitches making white bitch video games.’ Despite her attempt to look positive, her face must have fallen because Max grabbed both of her hands. “Hey, look at me. Don’t think about that stuff, babe, you’re amazing. What you’re doing is amazing and you looked great up there.”

      Julia smiled, and at that moment her sadness transmuted into something like anger. Her life was good and productive and wonderful, her husband was a dream come true, why did she have to get wound up about money? Hurt by the anonymous bullshit people posted on the internet? Have weird sex fantasies? She reached up, cupped the back of Max’s neck, and kissed him. He tasted surprised, but a few seconds later he pushed her onto the beanbag, his hard thighs spreading her legs apart. “You feeling sexy, gorgeous?”

      Julia nodded. “I want you.” I want you to make me feel something good.

      Max grasped her wrists and pinned them over her head. “I think we can do something about that.”

      His hand moved down her belly and into her pants. As they were elasticized, they gave easily under his touch, which was about the only good thing she could say about them.

      “Sorry, I’m wearing gross tracksuit pants.”

      Max kissed a column down her neck. “You think I don’t remember what you look like under them? You’ve got the best legs I’ve ever seen. I got hard watching you in that video. That skirt you had on is a killer.”

      Julia tried to remember what skirt she’d worn to the conference and came up with a red plaid one. She wondered if the commenters had called her a fake nerd girl, then shoved the thoughts aside. She was going to fuck her gorgeous husband, then later they could talk about money or her fantasy or any other fucking thing. Max pulled down her pants as she raised her South Park T-shirt over her head. “What do you want to do?” she asked.

      “Go down on you for, like, thirty minutes,” Max said, kneeling between her legs.

      “You just got home from work, are you sure you don’t want me to do something for you?”

      Max’s mouth began working its way up her thighs, kissing and nipping her bare skin. “That’s all I want, to eat your pussy until you come on my face. We’ll work out the rest after, now lie back.”

      Julia smiled. Though he was no fan of role play, Max had always been primal in bed, rough and bossy, demanding her pleasure before he ever sought his own. She did what she was told and lay back, feeling the small polystyrene droplets inside the beanbag pop and shift around her. She closed her eyes as Max pulled down her panties, resettled between her legs, and inhaled. “God, you smell so good.”

      “Really?” Julia asked automatically and realised she must be feeling insecure. Max must have realised it too because his coal-black gaze met her own with the no-bullshit sternness he’d perfected with almost two decades of police service. “Fuck yeah, now relax and come on my mouth.”

      He worked his mouth between her legs, sucking and drawing on her clit with the practiced abandon of a man who knew exactly what she liked and loved it. Julia moaned as pleasure crashed through her body. She could hardly remember sleeping with men who weren’t Max, but once upon a time, she’d hated oral; men pressing their mouths to her most sensitive place and sloppily licking and stabbing as though she were a bowl of ice cream. Max was a god at giving head, he kept his mouth firm and his tongue gentle, lapping in ways that made her feel as though she were lying in the low tide of a warm ocean, waves of sensation washing over her lower body. Max also groaned while he licked, as though the act turned him on as much as it did her and Julia knew when he rose, his massive cock would be straining through his pants. Smiling, she watched his shoulders flex under his white shirt, entranced by the shape of him. “You’re so sexy.”

      Max grunted in a way that said he appreciated the sentiment, but he had work to do.

      Julia closed her eyes and trailed her hands through her husband’s black and silver hair, preparing to orgasm. Then, out of nowhere, the fantasy appeared, like the Cheshire cat in Alice and Wonderland. She went from being sprawled out in her lounge room, her husband between her legs, to a dingy hotel with pine furniture and cheap white sheets. She’d followed the stranger, Max but hard and cruel, to his room where he’d torn off her clothes and thrown her on the bed.

      “Spread those legs,” he snarled, his cock a thick line in his suit pants. “I want to get what I paid for.”

      Julia whimpered, her fantasy twining with her reality. Max pulled away from her, his lovely mouth flushed. “You like that, gorgeous girl? You gonna come?”

      She nodded, but when he moved to taste her again, she pressed a gentle hand to his forehead. The mean detective wouldn’t waste time making her finish on his mouth. He’d be impatient, demanding. He’d want to fuck her.

      “Could we maybe have sex?” she said, her heart thumping hard against her chest as though she was lying, trying to get something out of him.

      Max gave her a wicked smile. “Is my name Max Connor?”

      “I’ve heard you called that, yes.”

      “Then you should know we can always maybe have sex.” Max reached between her legs and slid a finger into the damp hot place that had swollen with the movements of his tongue. “Oh god…”

      “You’re ready for me, aren’t you? More than ready for my cock.”

      Julia moaned her agreement.

      He knelt, yanking on his fly and pulling out his cock. “Good. I’ve been thinking about fucking your tight little pussy all day.”

      It wasn’t quite the callousness of fantasy, but it was easy to imagine the cruel stranger saying these things to her. It became even easier when Max beckoned her closer, one fist around his cock, and wordlessly asked her to lubricate him. His dick was longer than most porn stars, and unlike in porn, they didn’t have the magic of editing to effortlessly slide it inside her. They kept an economy sized jug of lube by the bed, but they didn’t have any in the lounge room so baser liquids would have to suffice. Julia bent forward and sucked him into her mouth, relishing his grunt of gratification and the way his hand wound through her hair, pulling it tight. She drew him deep then released him before diving deep again.

      The detective would want this. He wouldn’t waste time getting me off from head but he would want me to service him, to earn the cash.

      She began sucking in earnest, her head thrumming with Technicolor visions of what it would be like to do this for money, to pleasure a man she both feared and admired because she’d accepted a week’s rent, a new dress, a stack of crisp dollar bills. Within seconds, Max pulled her hair, signaling she should stop. She liked that too, the non-verbalization of the demand, but when she pulled away, he bent down and kissed her gently. “You’re too fucking good at that, it felt amazing.”

      “Thanks,” she said, trying to hide her disappointment, her regret that her one-sided fantasy had been broken. She knew she was being selfish, but it just felt so good. When Max guided her back onto the beanbag, his hands brushing lightly over her breasts, she felt another stab of frustration.

      “Can you give it to me hard?” she blurted out. “Like, can you be really rough?”

      “Right,” Max said, but there was a hardness in his jaw.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, though she thought she already knew the answer.

      Max sat back on his heels, his handsome face drawn. “Lately that’s all you want, Jules. Hard and rough, usually from the back. It’s like…” He shook his head.

      “What?”

      “It’s like you’re pretending I’m someone else.”

      Guilt surged up inside her. “I’m not! I promise! I wouldn’t do that!”

      His face slackened and she wondered how much this had been weighing on him. “You promise?”

      She nodded vigorously. “I only want to be with you. I love you.”

      “Okay.” He exhaled his hands on his hips. “Okay, that’s good. So, what’s changed?”

      “Huh?”

      He raised a silky black brow. “Come on, something’s different. I don’t know if it’s work or all the pressure you’re under, but lately, I feel like you’re never with me when we have sex.” You’re in your head thinking about something else.”

      At once the lounge room felt airless. “I don’t mean to be.”

      Max brushed a hand over her cheek. “But you are. What’s happening? Talk to me.”

      Here it was. The moment. Julia tried to breathe deeper, tried to collect her thoughts. She should have known Max would notice something had changed, he was a fucking detective for crying out loud. She tried to remember what she and Greta had talked about, how she needed to be lighthearted when she said this. That she shouldn’t present her fantasy as though it was a sentence to be killed by firing squad.

      “So I’ve…um, got a new fantasy.”

      Max’s face went blank, the way it always did when he felt a negative emotion. A cop’s defense against those who would use his weaknesses against him. “What is it?”

      “Nothing bad,” she said, knowing her panicky tone wasn’t helping her deliver that message with anything like conviction. “It’s about my money thing and sex, and I’ve been talking to Greta about it and it’s no big deal.”

      Max studied her, and Julia sincerely wished they were having dinner instead of kneeling on their lounge room floor with their genitals hanging out. She stared down at her bare feet, the patchy purple nail polish on her toes.

      “Julia,” Max said gently. “What’s the fantasy?”

      “I…it’s really hard for me to talk about them,” she told her toes. “They’re complicated and embarrassing and kind of silly…”

      Oh no, she wasn’t doing this well at all. She didn’t sound lighthearted. She sounded like she’d been fantasizing about getting banged by Max’s deceased father.

      “Julia.” Max’s voice was stern as a schoolteacher. “Talk to me.”

      “I just kind of imagine…I like to pretend…”

      The truth of what she wanted wasn’t so much on the tip of her tongue as it was filling her entire mouth. It was like that game where you had to cram as many marshmallows into your face as possible and then say something without spewing them onto your competitor’s faces. She swallowed, trying to think of a way to be honest without spraying half-masticated brain garbage all over him. “I fantasise about you paying me for sex.”

      There was a short silence in which Julia’s ears registered every minute sound outside their apartment, wind blowing, cars trundling, children screaming. She could feel a hot blush spill itself over her cheeks like paint.

      “I pay you,” Max said slowly, his broad brow furrowed. “Like you’re an escort?”

      “No. I’m kind of a waitress… or an artist or someone who doesn’t have a lot of money. You try and pick me up in a bar or where I work, but you’re married.”

      “I am married.”

      Julia flushed. “Um, married to someone who isn’t me. That’s part of the fantasy.”

      Max gave her a very hard look, and she wondered if she lunged forward and started blowing him with the enthusiasm of a thousand One Direction fans at a reunion concert, she might get him to forget this ever happened. Max seemed to read her mind because he reached down and rearranged his cock so that it no longer jutted out of his suit pants. “So what happens after I hit on you at a bar or where you work?”

      “Um…” Julia cleared her throat. “I tell you that I don’t want to sleep with you and you offer money. At first, I say no, but I’m broke and you keep promising more and more. Then I…cave in and go with you to your hotel room. And do things to you.”

      She let her voice die off, hoping against hope he wouldn’t ask what those things were.

      “You’ve thought about this a lot.” Max’s voice implied this was in no way a good thing.

      “Yes,” Julia said nervously. “But we don’t have to role play it, I promise. It’s just some dumb thing I think about. It’s not a big deal.”

      “Then why are you talking about it to Greta?”

      Julia didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer.

      Max blew out a hard breath. “Okay, so you have this new fantasy and it’s about me paying you for sex. Is it okay if I ask you some questions about that?”

      “Yes,” she whispered, thinking of interview rooms, one-way glass, police detectives wanting to know where you were at such-and-such time.

      “Does Greta think the fantasy might be harmful?” Max asked. “Triggering to your money issues?”

      Julia shook her head. “She thinks it’s probably because of my history and the work we’ve been doing, but she doesn’t think it’s bad. She says a lot of people, um, process their fears sexually. Take something that freaks them out and make it something fun and manageable.”

      “Okay.” Max rubbed his jaw. “So how do you fix it?”

      She winced at the implication. “Well…it’s not really something you ‘fix.’ It’s just a new thing I like. A new kink. I still have fun when we have sex, I promise, this is just a new thing that turns me on.”

      Her husband nodded. “And you want to do it, like role play it for real?”

      “Not for-real, for-real, you wouldn’t have to drain your bank account for me.”

      Max didn’t smile and she knew it was because he was too caught up in all the new information to find it funny, that she hadn’t clarified her fantasy enough for him.

      “I’m only picturing that it’s you paying me,” she said. “You’re still the hottest guy in the world to me.”

      A half-smile. “Promise?”

      “Yeah. And I do think I, um, want to role play this scene with you,” she said, galvanized by his positive response. “Only if you were up for it, of course, but I think it might be really hot.”

      There was another short silence, and then Max shoved his hands in his pockets. “Look, I’m not ruling it out, but I’m confused. And if I’m being honest, a little freaked out.”

      Her stomach bottomed out. “Why?”

      “I don’t know, it just doesn’t make sense to me. Like, why am I married to someone else in the fantasy? What does that say about me? About you and how you think about me?”

      “Babe, it’s just a fantasy.”

      “And it came from your mind! Your brain! You’re getting turned on imagining that I’m making you my mistress. Paying you to be my mistress, actually. I just…I don’t get it.”

      Julia knew what was upsetting him. Max was divorced. He’d married a policewoman in his late twenties and when she started working at Brenthill Police Station, Bonnie had still been his wife. Nothing had happened while he was with her, they barely talked to one another, but their crushes had come out in force. Max was a good guy to his bones and lusting after her while he was still with Bonnie had tortured him. “I can see how the whole ‘you being married’ thing is weird for you, but it’s a fantasy. It’s not real, it doesn’t mean anything.”

      Max ran a hand through his hair, making it stand on end. “Just tell me wanting me to pick you up like that isn’t about when I was married before?”

      Julia licked her dry lips. “I don’t know. I did get pretty turned on thinking about being your side-piece…”

      Max groaned.

      “…but why does it matter? We’re the ones who are married now. It’s just a fun idea. A kind of transgressive quirk.”

      He gave her a look. “Maybe it feels that way to you, but when you say that, all I hear is that being my wife isn’t sexy. That it isn’t really what you want.”

      “No!” Julia grabbed Max’s arm. “I love being married to you, it isn’t about wanting to go back, it’s more that the man in my fantasies is such a perv he’s willing to…I don’t know, betray his vows for me.”

      Max’s face tightened and she knew she’d said that wrong. Her husband wasn’t the kind of guy who eroticized betrayal, he helped old women carry their shopping to their cars and put all his loose change into charity tins. The idea that she could eroticize cheating was clearly beyond his empathetic imagination. Julia squeezed his arm harder. “Babe, I promise we don’t have to do it. It’s not the be-all and end-all of my sexual fantasies, it’s just a dream my brain came up with. I love being yours and not because you pay me.”

      Again he didn’t laugh, merely continued giving her cop-face. “If we don’t do it, you’ll keep wanting it, won’t you? You’ll keep picturing it when we’re hooking up.”

      She chewed her bottom lip.

      “Right, then we have to do this,” he said, his mouth a grim twist. “I’m your husband. I have an obligation to meet your needs.”

      “Hey, whoa! I don’t want it to be like that! This is only something I’d want to do if you wanted to do it. Otherwise, I can just daydream about it. It’ll be like my romance novels. I get all turned on thinking about the scene and then I give all that energy back to you. No conversations about money-sex necessary.”

      Max sighed, his shoulders slumping forward. “Babe, I can see how much you want this and I want to give you what you need, but I can’t see myself being able to play along. At least, not the way you would want me to.”

      She had known that, expected that, but she found herself arguing the point anyway. “You love doing rough stuff in bed! Like the ropes and all the dirty talk! This isn’t so different.”

      “Yes, it is. This isn’t about me having sex with you or eating your pussy or making you come. It’s about me pretending I’m a married stranger and paying you for sex. I wouldn’t be me and you wouldn’t be you and that’s a little out of my wheelhouse, Jules.”

      “I know,” she admitted. “But don’t you have fantasies? Things you want to try out in bed?”

      Max shoved his hand through his hair again, the silver strands sticking up like lightning in a pitch black sky. “Not like that! I just want you to want me, to fuck me because it turns you on. Sometimes I want to make you beg or scream or even hurt but I don’t want to pretend I’m some pig who bribes women for sex. I don’t want us to be strangers.”

      “We don’t have to go the whole way,” Julia said, feeling a little desperate now. “Maybe we could just put some money on the bedside table and dirty talk about what you’re paying me to do.”

      Max’s mouth puckered as though he were tasting vinegar. “What like, fifty bucks for a blowjob, hundred for you to swallow?”

      Julia’s face and hands prickled with the incendiary heat of humiliation. She stood up. “Forget it. If you’re going to be like that, just forget it.”

      “Baby…” Max’s face expression crumpled like an accordion. “That was a dick thing to say. I’m sorry.”

      She believed him, but she still walked out of the room, her hands pressed tight against her chest. She wasn’t angry and she knew Max wasn’t either, but it was still so hard to be open with him. To be vulnerable in the face of his sometimes brusque cop attitude. They had been married, and happily so for almost three years. Everything should have been sorted out by now.

      “No,” Julia said as she turned the handle on the bathroom door. “That’s not right.”

      One of the things she and Greta talked about was how marriage wasn’t the end of a story, but the beginning. Your partner would always be separate from you, changing in ways you didn’t, couldn’t understand. Other humans were fundamentally unknowable and love meant coming together, time and time again to strengthen your bond and make sure it continued to evolve. Telling Max about the fantasy had been tough, but it had also been the right thing to do. He loved her. He loved her in spite of her money nuttiness, he would love her regardless of this fantasy. Telling him meant the hard work was done. Whatever happened, they could only grow more comfortable with the idea in time.

      “Fucking therapy,” Julia muttered, turning on the shower. “Turning me into a feel-good sap.”

      She waited for the water to heat as she stripped off her clothes and stood under the warm spray. She was just starting to soap herself when there was a knock on the door.

      “Baby?”

      A petty part of her wanted to stay quiet but she knew that would be a mistake. She wanted to talk to Max, to make things right again. She inhaled sharply, then exhaled. “Yeah, of course. Come in.”

      He walked into the steamy room, already naked. The sight of his hard torso and powerful arms was so lovely, it made her insides ache. He smiled at her, that weary hopeful smile that always followed their sparse disagreements. “Hi. Want some company?”

      Wordlessly, she pushed the door open and Max climbed in. He didn’t touch her, but she couldn’t stop herself from stroking the firm planes of his chest. Like the hair on his head, the thick dark hair covering his pecs was flecked with silver. He pulled her into his arms and held her, relishing the warm reality of him, her big, strong husband.

      “Sorry I was a prick,” he said into her wet hair. “You took me by surprise, but I shouldn’t have reacted the way I did. You were just being honest. I’m glad you were honest.”

      “That’s okay.” Julia kissed his soaking shoulder. “Sorry for not telling you about the fantasy sooner. And sorry for trying to get you to play along without knowing.”

      “That’s okay. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      They held each other for a while, comforting one another with the heat of their bodies.

      “We’ll work this out,” Max said, pulling away and looking her in the eyes. “Even if I can’t go all in, we’ll find a way to make it work.”

      “Sure, that sounds good,” she said, but she didn’t like the sound of his suggestion at all. It sounded like there was a problem that had to be solved, an error that needed correcting, not that Max had any interest in participating in her fantasy. She found herself blinking back tears, not angry or hurt, just disappointed by her own lack of foresight. Max was an amazing husband, but he wasn’t obliged to make her sexual whims come true. No one was. She kissed his shoulder, promising herself she would let this go. She would relearn how to have sex without thinking about the married stranger; she would commit herself to her flesh and bone relationship and continue to evolve with Max.

      “I love you,” she said and like always he told her he loved her too, because there were no limits on how many times they could say it. They remained standing in the shower until their bodies began to rub in ways that had nothing to do with comfort or cleanliness. When Julia reached between them to stroke Max’s cock, he grunted. “Are you sure…? We don’t have to if you’re still upset.”

      She kissed along his neck. “Hell yeah. I want your cock, Sergeant Max Connor.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Max cupped her breast and then paused. “You know can think about it while we’re doing it, if you want to. I don’t mind—”

      “I won’t think about it,” Julia said. “I don’t need to. Let’s just not talk about it anymore.”

      And she kissed him before he could say anything else.
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      Who were you supposed to talk about things like this with? That was the problem plaguing Max. In the days following Julia’s confession, the thing he craved most was an independent party to talk to, someone who could throw some perspective on the situation, tell him if he was being an asshole, and failing that, if he should be trying to make Julia’s ‘seduced by a married prick for money’ fantasy come true.

      He thought about seeing a police headshrinker, but that wasn’t going to happen. He could barely get his head around the fantasy, let alone describe it to some poker-faced cop psychologist. His older sisters were his usual sounding board for romantic struggles but he doubted even Raff and Lisa were open-minded enough for sex advice that also involved kinky role play. His mother was definitely out. His colleagues were way the fuck out. A stranger in a bar had merit, but the chances they’d actually know what to do were slim. A close friend was probably what the situation called for, but that was a tall order. Most of Max’s mates were cops, barristers, or tradies. They were always happy to meet up and bitch about work, but discussing the state of his sex life was a whole other matter. When it all came down to it, there was really only one person he could talk to. Dean.

      Max loved Dean. He’d gone to school and university with him, lived with him for ages, been the best man at his wedding, and vice-versa. He was more like a brother than a friend. He was also a six-foot-six redhead with the maturity of the oldest kid in Goonies. Becoming a father—twice—had done nothing to stop his best mate from losing his wallet every eight weeks and forgetting his and everyone else’s birthday. That wasn’t a man Max wanted his deepest and most important secrets rattling around inside. Making things even more complicated was the fact Dean was married to Julia’s sister and told her everything. Max could really do without Ash Bennett, former model, and extreme hard-ass, knowing he was failing as a husband. She was still, still mad at him for hurting Julia’s feelings before they started dating. Still.

      After Max weighed the pros and cons of calling Dean, he decided to fall back on the old ‘sit on the problem and see if it sorts itself out.’ Not the most effective plan, but by far the easiest. A week passed without any change in how he felt, and then two. He and Julia continued their usual patterns; Thai takeaway, conversations about work and gaming, short sweet fucks in the shower, weekends lazing around reading and going to the gym, but something was different. His wife started leaving for work earlier, and sometimes when they were talking, she seemed to have trouble looking him in the eye. Whenever he so much as hinted at her fantasy, she ran out of the room. He knew she was embarrassed about what she’d told him, but he had no idea what to do about it. He didn’t want to hurt Jules’ feelings but every time he imagined giving her what she wanted, a big red stop sign flashed up in his head.

      But as the space between himself and Julia continued to widen, Max knew he needed to take action. He called Dean and told him he was owed a boys’ night. No wives, no kids, and no two-drink minimum before driving home. They were going to their old neighborhood sports bar to watch the football and get good and drunk. Dean agreed and they set the date for the coming Friday. Max instantly felt a huge rush of relief. A conversation with Dean might be both useless and bad for his relationship with his sister-in-law, but at least he’d have done something.

      On Friday night, he parked beside his best friend on a scratchy old bar stool to watch the Hawks play Port Adelaide. He was drinking too much and offering way too many critiques of the Hawks’ new full-forward, but he was fucking nervous. He’d never felt less like talking about his role-play problem, and yet it had never been more pressing.

      Earlier that afternoon, he’d gone to Julia’s office to surprise her with a cupcake and found her talking and laughing with a man. Not one of the dumpy tech bros he usually saw around the Scarlet Gaming offices, a tall, good-looking blond, older than himself but clearly jacked beneath his expensive-looking suit. The silver band on his left ring finger did nothing to dissuade Max’s jealousy, neither did the fact that he was making his famously shy wife laugh.

      “That’s Tyler Henderson,” Julia said after she accepted her red-velvet baked good. “He’s the managing consultant of the company we hired to redesign our studio.”

      “Coleman Springs,” Max said at once, to remind her what a good and attentive listener her husband was.

      “Yeah.” Julia bit into her cupcake. “Thanks for this, babe, I was having such a sugar craving.”

      “Sure, sure, sure…Hey, why were you laughing at what Henderson said?”

      Julia giggled, as though the memory itself was too fucking hilarious to handle. “You know how I wanted to have composting toilets? He was talking to his girlfriend and she got confused and thought he was designing a music festival site in the middle of Melbourne.”

      “Toilets…” Max said. “His girlfriend. Right.”

      He didn’t know why he’d asked. What the prick had actually said wasn’t important. The moment he’d seen Julia laughing at Tyler Henderson’s jokes, one thing had been on his mind; is she fantasizing about him? Does she want him to do what I won’t?

      The idea plagued him all afternoon and into the night. Straight as he was, Max could see Tyler Henderson was the kind of man it would be easy to have a dirty fantasy about. Was Julia sitting at her desk, biting her lower lip and thinking about that asshole pulling out a fat stack of notes? Of him telling her that if she wanted the office done the way she wanted, she was going to have to make it worth his while?

      Resisting jealousy had never been his strong suit, but this was more than some guy eyeing off Julia’s legs. He’d left a need unattended in his wife and that had created an opening for another man to fill. Maybe not Tyler Henderson, but who was to say some enterprising bastard wouldn’t wheedle this need out of Julia and take it upon himself to make it come true?

      He gripped the edge of the bar counter hard enough that his finger joints popped. All this drama and he still couldn’t just book a hotel room or hand Julia fifty bucks to suck him off. What was wrong with him?

      “Maxie?” Dean bumped his shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      “Huh? Nothing.”

      “The Hawks just shanked a goal and you didn’t say anything.”

      “Yeah, well…” Max took a long pull on his beer. When was he going to admit what he came here to say? It had been two hours, he was drunk, what else did he need? Dean wouldn’t judge him, he was a kinky fucker in his own right. Something Max learned against his will from continual overexposure to Dean’s porn DVDs. He exhaled loudly, the thought of those filthy neon and flesh covers spurring him into action.

      “Julia…” he began, then shook his head. “Forget it.”

      But sensing this was something juicy, Dean had pricked up like an excited dog’s ears “What? Julia, what?”

      “Forget it.”

      Dean, never once to concede a curiosity, punched him in the side. “I knew this wasn’t about a boy’s night! Tell me your thing! Please? I want to know! I can help! I can probably, maybe, definitely at least try to help.”

      Max sighed, though quietly pleased the genie was out of the bottle. “Julia…she wants me to do something that I don’t think I can do.”

      Dean tilted his head to the side like a human Yorkie. “Is it to do with sex?”

      He blinked. “You perceptive motherfucker. How’d you know?”

      “Two things you can’t talk about.” Dean held up a finger. “Your dad dying.”

      “True.”

      He held up another finger. “Sex.”

      That one Max wouldn’t let fly. “We talk about sex all the time! Just last week I had to tell you to shut up about that thing you and Ash did with her electric toothbrush.”

      Dean pointed his two reference fingers at him in a bastardised version of the evil eye. “Exactly, you were telling me to shut up about sex.”

      “It was gross! And I have to look at Ash’s face!”

      “I have to look at Julia’s face and I can still talk about you having sex with her.”

      Max had to concede he had a point. “Fine. Maybe.”

      “No maybes, you’re a prude,” Dean said with the same bright irreverence he spoke about everything. “You can reference sex, you can say that you’ve had it, but you suck at going into the details. You’re like,” Dean donned a hyper-macho voice. “‘Every man is an island and they will stay on their island, doing their own thing and no one shall talk about it or I will grow uncomfortable and leave the room.’”

      “Stop making me sound like a cunt. I don’t think like that.”

      Dean heaved a world-weary sigh. “Let’s set aside your bitchiness for now, what does Julia want you to do?”

      “She…” Max struggled as images of himself booking a sleazy hotel, boiled up in his brain. “…I still can’t say it.”

      “Ah,” Dean said with what he clearly thought was a wise nod. “I have a cure for that.”

      The cure turned out to be three shots of tequila. They burned from mouth to gut but they succeeded in loosening his tongue.

      “She wants me to pretend to pay her for sex,” he told Dean. “Or really pay for her for sex, I’m not sure where she stands on the whole ‘giving the money back’ issue, but it’s gonna be sex and money is gonna change hands.”

      Dean didn’t so much as wince. “You mean, she wants to pretend she’s like a hooker?”

      “Sex worker,” Max corrected. “And no, she doesn’t want to pretend like she’s a sex worker. She wants to pretend like, we run into each other at a bar and I proposition her. Oh and I’m married as well in this fantasy. Not to her, to someone else?”

      Dean’s ginger brows met in the middle of his forehead. “So what’s your problem? Why don’t you just do it?”

      “What?” In his indignation, Max sprayed Dean with tequila spit. He wiped a hand across his mouth. “Sorry, but seriously, how do you not see how weird that fantasy is?”

      Dean shrugged. “Everyone’s fantasies are weird to someone. Why are you so butt hurt about this? The two of you should just go to a bar where no one knows you and—“

      “You’re not getting it,” Max interrupted. “She’s into the idea that she’s so poor she has to have sex for money and that I’m some married asshole who bribes her to fuck me in a shitty hotel room. How is that normal?”

      Again, Dean raised his shoulders and lowered them. “It’s not, but what’s normal? I mean, I know your tastes don’t exactly run vanilla. I saw your DVDs at Uni.”

      Max ducked his head, unable to keep from being embarrassed at the thought of what his mate had seen and heard over the years.

      “I’m just saying I know you’re not a prude. And I don’t get why you’re taking this fantasy so personally. It’s a story. A fuckin’ game.”

      “Then why is it so close to how things actually are? When me and Julia first saw each other at Brenthill, I was married to someone else and she was poor. Now we’re married and doing really well and it’s like she’s wishing it was back to the way it was.”

      Dean shook his head. “It’s not like that at all, man. Maybe you being married when you guys met does feed into it, same with her being poor, but does that make acting out this kinky thing bad or like, wrong?”

      “Not when you say it like that.”

      “So if you had to tell me why you didn’t like it; just one reason, what would it be?”

      The answer came out smooth as a string of pearls. “I hated that I was attracted to her while I was married to Bonnie. I felt like a fuckin’ perv, especially when our sex life dried up and all I could jack off about was Julia.”

      “And…?”

      Max sighed. “It’s like I said. I thought everything had worked out. Me and Julia are married, we’re happy, our sex life is amazing—or at least I thought so, and now this fantasy has come up and it’s making me feel like it’s not enough. That I’m not enough.”

      He cringed at his own mopeyness and picked up his glass for another long swallow of beer.

      Dean patted him on the back. “That was very good sharing, Maxie, I’m proud of you.”

      “Thanks.”

      Max knew most guys would have made a crack about him being a pussy to take some of the shared vulnerability out of his confession, but not Dean. In fact, he’d had never seen his friend so stony-faced and passionate about something that wasn’t Tron.

      “So what do I do?” he asked. “I want to give Julia what she wants but I hate what this fantasy means about our relationship.”

      Dean shook his head. “It doesn’t mean anything. Julia’s just gotten turned on by something new and if you decide to act it out, you’ll be playing a game, messing around with an idea, not committing fuckin’ vehicular manslaughter.”

      “But why do we have to do that at all?”

      “Why do you like tying women up?”

      “Shh!” Max looked around the bar. Mercifully, all the old-timers were still staring up at the game or into their pints. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      Dean rolled his eyes, as though he were being incredibly dense. “Do you like tying women up because you secretly want to hurt them, or you think you’re better than them?”

      “Fuck no!”

      “Okay, then you have to get that this is just another version of the same thing. Sometimes your brain just takes stuff that hurts or is complicated and makes it sexy, and you have to deal with that. Sometimes it happens for no reason at all, but it’s not a problem unless you let it be.”

      Max stared at his friend, a little taken aback by the urgency in his tone. Then more tequila filtered into his blood and he remembered all those porn DVDs Dean clumsily hid around his dorm. The women in leather and devil horns, the titles that said ‘Mean Bitches’ and ‘Ass Worship IV’ and ‘He’ll do it all.’

      “This fantasy thing is kind of personal, isn’t it?” he asked.

      Dean spun a coaster on its edge. “Yeah. Sorry for getting heated, it’s just…I know what it’s like to ask for something in bed and have your partner think you’re a big fuckin’ weirdo.”

      “Ash?”

      Dean’s face broke into a smile. “Try everyone but Ash. She was into it right from the start.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Why’d you think I tried to get her pregnant right away?”

      “Knew you had to have your reasons.” Max smiled down at the table, unbelievably exhausted all of a sudden.

      Dean nudged his shoulder. “What’s wrong, good buddy?”

      “I can’t be that for Jules,” he muttered. “I can’t get my head around this fantasy, even three weeks later.”

      “Have you tried?”

      “No, but—”

      Dean grabbed his arm. “Don’t, man. Don’t get bogged down in all that bullshit. Everyone’s different. Everyone’s relationship goes its own way. Ash and I haven’t had to work out the kinky shit—yet—but you and Jules have never had to deal with me parking the car at the shops, forgetting what level it’s on, and then freaking out and thinking it’s stolen. Like eight times.”

      “I guess.”

      “Not guess, mean. Know.” Dean gestured at the bartender for another round of beers. “I say you just pick a night to surprise her and give it a whirl.”

      You’re right, I can’t just keep letting my insecurities win, but I dunno man, Julia wanting this and me giving it to her kind of feels like the start of something big.”

      They fell silent as the bartender handed them another two pints of Furphy’s.

      “Like what?” Dean said the instant she was gone. “The start of a big what?”

      Max shook his head. “This is gonna sound so dumb…”

      “Just say it.”

      “You know how Julia’s younger than me—”

      Dean let out a groan. “Oh my god, I can’t even with that line of inquiry. She’s fuckin’ twenty-eight, Maxwell. You are not too old for her.”

      “It’s not about that,” he said loudly. “Just hear me out, okay? And you’re almost forty, don’t use teenage buzz phrases.”

      “I won’t if you talk,” Dean said, though he looked highly suspicious.

      Max laid his palms on the bar counter. “So Julia wasn’t exactly jail bait when we worked together but she was still young. Smart as shit and so fucking funny but…young, you know?”

      Dean nodded. “People tell me that like, every day.”

      “She was never anywhere near as bad as you, but yeah. Ash babied her a fair bit, so did her gaming partner, Tiff. She had this way of shutting down whenever anything went bad, hiding in her bed or just going quiet.”

      “Yeah, like how she ran away when you proposed to her.”

      “Yeah.” Max smiled at the memory, far enough in the past that the sharp edges had dulled. “She came back though.”

      “You went and found her.”

      Trust Dean to point that out. “Same difference. I mean that she used to just let stuff happen to her and hide whenever there was fallout…”

      “But now she’s different?”

      “Yeah. She’s been seeing that therapist for ages and even though I don’t think she can see it, she’s changing. It’s for the better. She talks more now, she can look people in the eye when they talk, she doesn’t have her hair hanging in her face all the time—”

      Dean clicked his fingers. “That’s true. Now that you say that, I’ve totally noticed I can see her eyes a lot more.”

      “Yeah, it’s not just about fixing the money thing anymore. This woman, she’s helping Julia with everything, the trolls and all the travel and speeches and being a boss. She’s stronger than I’ve ever seen her before. More vulnerable in some ways but…stronger.”

      “Maybe that’s why she could tell you about the fantasy,” Dean suggested. “It’s not that it’s a new fantasy, it’s that she couldn’t say it before now. It takes a lot of guts to admit what you want when it comes to sex.”

      Max was embarrassed for not making that connection, especially since he was supposed to be the fucking detective. Julia could have wanted this from him for years but here he was, resenting her because he saw it as new and warped, not a manifestation of a woman who was finally, after so many years of pain and uncertainty, coming into her own. “You’re right.”

      “Maxie,” Dean said, his slur not undercutting his sincerity at all. “Are you scared of losing her?”

      “A little,” Max said, surprising himself by the clarity with which he knew this. “It’s like she’s a real woman now, you know? She’s this newer, better version of herself and it’s not that I want her weaker, I love seeing her so confident, but…”

      “But you don’t know where you stand in all this newness.” Dean finished.

      “Yeah.” Max picked up his fresh beer and took a long gulp. “Any advice?”

      Dean stared up at the TV where the Hawks were funneling the ball toward the center of the ground, then he nodded. “I have a wife and two kids.”

      “I know, it’s literally all you talk about. What’s that got to do with—shit.”

      He could see Dean’s brown eyes were bright with tears.

      “Oh mate.” Max rubbed his friend on the back. “You okay?”

      Dean swiped a hand across his eyes. “Yeah, you know how when I get really drunk—”

      “You cry?”

      He nodded. “S’even worse now I have Ash and Libby and Bray-Bray-Brayden.”

      With that, Dean dissolved into what could only be described as hacking sobs. Max continued rubbing his friend’s back, scanning the bar for judgmental faces. To the customers’ credit, all of them were watching the game or talking determinedly to one another.

      The bartender walked toward them with a warm smile and a box of tissues. “Is everything okay here, love?”

      “Fine,” Max said. “My mate’s just a little choked up.”

      Dean lifted his head from his arms. “My wife just had our second baby and he’s so beautiful. Both my kids are so beautiful and they’re mine and they’re my kids and they’re beautiful.”

      “Oh, that’s lovely,” the bartender said, pushing the tissues toward him. “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you so much.” Dean seized a tissue, blew what sounded like an avalanche of mucus into it, and then shoved it into his pocket before returning his gaze to Max. “That’s what I wanted to tell you, man. Two years ago I was living in your spare room with nothing and now I’m a dad and a husband and I have a house. Maybe Jules is different, but she’s different in a good way and she’ll still want you. You’re a great guy, just the best fucking guy.”

      “Thanks,” Max said one eye on the bartender who was still smiling warmly at them. “I, uh, appreciate you saying that.”

      The bartender took the hint and with a final smile, left them alone.

      “You should do it,” Dean said, gripping Max’s collar much harder than was necessary. “You should book the hotel room and do Julia’s sex thing with her.”

      “Yeah, I was thinking that.” Max reached up and tried to break Dean’s hold but he couldn’t let go.

      “Promise me,” he said. “Promise me if it’s bad, you’ll do it again. And again. You’ll do it until it’s good for Julia.”

      Max couldn’t help but grin. “I will.”

      He felt like a huge weight had been lifted, as though the problem wasn’t the role play itself, but his own constipated feelings. Now that he’d aerated the idea that Julia wouldn’t love him if she kept changing, he could see how dumb that was. Telling him about this fantasy wasn’t code for ‘I don’t love you anymore,’ it was her telling him she wanted to try some new sex play. It was his dumb ass that had equated one with the other.

      Let her grow stronger, he thought to himself. Let her rise as high and as wide as she needs to be and I’ll be there too. Fucking her senseless and making her smile.

      “You look happy,” Dean said before another snotty exhale into a tissue.

      “I am,” he said. “I just hope Julia’s okay with me being such a cock about her fantasy.”

      Dean wiped under his eyes. “Women are pretty forgiving, man.”

      “Ash is. Of you. Because she knows your brain is broken. What about Julia and me?”

      “I think as long as you’re trying to fix the things you fucked up, that’s all women care about. That and apologising properly and not being like ‘I’m sorry that you got your feelings hurt.’”

      “Huh, well I hope she forgives me and I can pull this married asshole thing off.”

      Dean yawned. “Don’t worry about it too much, I’m sure it’ll work out. Anyway, the game’s over and I’m tired from crying. Maccas and then home?”

      Max, who’d been thinking about cheeseburgers for the last hour or so, nodded. He stood up and pulled out his wallet to pay the tab. “Please don’t tell Ash about any of this?”

      Dean bowed his head. “I can’t promise that mate, I’m sorry.”

      “Fucking hell, you’re hopeless. I’m getting the backseat in the Uber.”
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      Julia was feeling good as she walked into Emerald Peacock cocktail bar. It was a Friday night, her hair looked decent and she’d finally managed to log some screen time with Rekha, her head programmer. SG Gaming was in the process of story boarding the sequel to Scarlet Woman, Scarlet Dawn. It was fucking wild to have other people working on the ideas she’d dreamed up in her bedroom, but she always felt more comfortable buried in the minutia of the creative process rather than in meetings. She and Rekha had spent five hours fleshing out the characters and dissecting the game’s colour scheme, and while it had been incredibly exciting, it was also intense. She was looking forward to blowing off some Friday night steam with Max.

      The Emerald Peacock wasn’t one of their usual haunts, which tended to be cheap beer halls and hipster back bars, but she was impressed by the neat little velvet booths and abundant candles. Good on Max for wanting to class up their Fridays. Unable to see her husband amidst the crowd of suits celebrating the weekend, Julia allowed the good-looking hostess to steer her toward a booth Max had reserved.

      “Can I get you anything?” she asked, with a smile that suggested she and Julia were in on the same joke.

      Julia considered waiting and then decided against it. Max could be caught up in something important and she wasn’t waiting another forty minutes for a drink. “A martini, please? With Bombay gin, if you have it?”

      “No problem.”

      The hostess dashed away and the admiring eyes of every nearby male followed. A few of them turned and smiled at her, and Julia knew her singledom in a busy bar was being noted. She hoped Max would arrive soon and pulled out her notebook in an attempt to look very, very busy. She looked down at the day’s events and smiled to herself. Once upon a time, her notebooks had been filled with sketches of baby ducks, game ideas, practice codes, and drawings of Max. Now it was the home of her daily schedule, her future appointments, and only the occasional TARDIS doodle.

      “You’re growing up,” she said to herself, both proud and a little sad. “Next thing you know, you won’t be scared of money at all.”

      For the first time, the idea didn’t seem completely crazy. In the past couple of weeks, she and Greta had been having some real breakthroughs, Greta had even accompanied her to an ATM where she’d successfully withdrawn fifty bucks, something she hadn’t done since she was sixteen. Freedom seemed entirely within her grasp, which was almost as scary as her fears.

      “That’s very common,” Greta said when they were sitting at a café drinking the coffees Julia had bought with her fifty bucks. “Letting go of something you’ve allowed to define you feels like letting go of your identity itself, but you’ll see that when you let go, you’ll finally be free to become a new and improved version of yourself.”

      “A new and improved Julia Bennett,” she whispered, scribbling a cockerel into the margin of her daily schedule. “What would she even look like?”

      But she already knew. It would be herself with the volume turned up and her shoulders pushed back. The woman who told her employees she needed time away from the internet and her husband about her fantasies—even if she didn’t get what she wanted. She’d be brave and confident and kind.

      “Excuse me, miss?”

      The hostess was back with her martini. Julia moved her notepad aside and allowed her to ease it onto the table.

      “One more thing,” she said, flashing Julia a huge smile. “This is for you.”

      She handed her a plain white envelope.

      “Oh wow, um, thanks,” Julia said, frantically trying to work out what it meant. Was it a message or a posh new way of delivering the bill?

      The hostess leaned forward. “It’s from your husband. You know, in case you thought it was a pervert or a crazy person.”

      Julia breathed out her relief. “Oh! That’s way better, thank you.”

      This had to be one of Max’s gestures. He was very good at romance and if she was honest, she’d been expecting something like this ever since he’d turned her down about her fantasy. They’d gotten over her request, as she knew they would, but it wasn’t like Max to just assume everything was okay. He would want to make it up to her. She took a small sip of her martini before sticking a thumb into where the paper had been sealed and pulling out a single page of cream paper. She unfolded it, expecting sweet words and the promise of a fancy five-star dinner or that the two of them would go to Auckland or Queensland for a holiday that summer. When she actually read it, she choked on her martini and sprayed greasy spots of gin over the page.

      “Holy shit,” she whispered, her face as hot as the gin burning in her belly. “You can’t be serious?”

      She blinked, but the message remained the same.

      Hey Jules,

      I’m sorry I wasn’t more open to your fantasy when you suggested it but I plan on correcting that mistake tonight. I’ll be at the bar soon with a few guys from work, out of towners who don’t know who you are. Wait for me in this booth and take off your wedding ring. You’re Emily, an artist, and you’re working on your sketches while you wait for a couple of friends. Have a couple of drinks and I’ll take care of the rest.

      I love you,

      Max.

      Numbly, Julia slid her engagement ring from her finger and placed it in a zippable compartment in her handbag. Was it really going to happen tonight? Of course, it would, Max never backed down from anything he set his mind to. But were they really going to jump right into the sexy strangers’ scenario? New names and a hotel room?

      Ever since her confession, she’d been working at diminishing her reliance on the fantasy in the bedroom. She still thought about it a lot, allowed it to excite her in private moments, but she tried to return to the present whenever she was with Max, focusing on how he was making her feel. All that work, and now her fantasy was going to come true?

      She scanned the bar again but knew if Max was there she’d have been able to feel his presence, a skill she’d honed at Brenthill Police Station. With no sight of him, she reached for her martini and took a healthy swallow. Tonight. Her fantasy was going to happen tonight. Would Max have booked a hotel room? When would he arrive? What would he say? A hysterical giggle boiled up inside her and she pressed a palm to her mouth to contain it. She needed to get her head in the game or risk ruining the scene the minute Max arrived, laughing or failing to get into character. She was no actress but she didn’t need to be. She had story boarding and booze. They would see her through.

      She turned to a new page and began to make a mind map of the Emily Character. Emily, last name Greene was the daughter of an accountant and a librarian. They were boring, stable people who decorated real pine trees for Christmas. Emily was from Bendigo, had three siblings, and had recently moved into a Melbourne share house with her friends from university. She was working in an art supply shop while she painted her own work.

      “Which will be about…vaginas.” Julia decided, sketching one onto her notebook. “Mythical vaginas that look like dresses and pink wine bottles and fairies and—”

      “Another martini?” the hostess asked.

      “Yes please,” she said, covering the vagina with her forearm. “Also can I please have—oh my god.”

      The hostess stared at her. “Is everything okay darl’?”

      “Yep,” Julia squeaked. She’d just seen Max standing by the bar. He was laughing among a group of men, she didn’t recognise his shirt sleeves rolled up to expose his forearms. He was so freaking handsome. Naturally authoritative in a way she was never able to emulate, confident but never domineering. As per his letter, he didn’t look her way at all but continued to pal around with his unknown colleagues.

      He’s going to fuck me like a stranger tonight, she thought and felt her cheeks blaze.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” the hostess asked.

      She exhaled, knowing she needed to be cool. Fangirling over Max was only going to trash the fantasy. “I’m great, just a bit tired.”

      “How about an espresso martini? They perk me right up.”

      Julia smiled. “That would be great, thanks.”

      The hostess left, and she resumed her mind map, tapping her toes to the blues music playing around her and trying to ease back into the role of Emily. She decided she was waiting for her housemates Beth and Fiona to arrive for a girl’s night. The Emerald Peacock was out of their price range, but all three of them had expensive taste.

      “Too expensive,” Julia whispered, shivering at the thought of Max buying her drinks under the proviso that she would give him something in return. God, she’d been honest and now her fantasy was going to come true. What a freaking miracle. For a moment, she was tempted to call Greta and shout ‘you were right! Talking to him worked! VIVA THERAPY,’ into the phone, but she knew such a thing would surely get her number barred.

      Max and his group had gotten a table on the other side of the bar. She watched them, wondering what they were talking about. Football? Work? Were any of them going to try and get laid for real tonight? The hostess brought her espresso martini and she sipped it dreamily, imagining the manly conversations that were taking place between her husband and his colleagues, and what might happen when Max finally decided to come over. She was so totally immersed in her daydreams that when a man sat down opposite her, she started, slopping espresso martini down her front. “Shit!”

      “Sorry,” Max said, handing her a napkin. “Didn’t mean to surprise you.”

      “Um, t-that’s okay,” she stammered, taking the napkin and dabbing herself with it. “About scaring me, I mean. I’m all good.”

      “You sure?”

      Julia met his gaze and felt as though she were seeing him for the first time. Her husband’s pitch black irises seemed unfamiliar to her, as did the square handsome shape of his jaw, although perhaps it was his expression that was confusing her—hard and yet somehow mischievous. As though he knew something funny about her and had no intention of sharing.

      “I’m sure,” she whispered, her heart pounding hard.

      Max smirked, and she felt him scan her mouth, her eyes before his gaze dipped into the cleavage exposed by her tight green t-shirt. “Are you waiting for someone?”

      “Yes, my friends are coming soon. My housemates.”

      “Housemates. Sure.” He held out a hand. “I’m David, by the way.”

      Julia remembered her fake name just in time. “Emily.”

      They shook, and the moment their hands separated, Max reclined against the booth, spreading his arms across the top in a way that said he was completely at ease and going nowhere. “So, what are your plans? You and your mates going clubbing?”

      “Um, no…”

      Before Julia could say anything else, the hostess had returned. “Can I get you guys something to drink?”

      “Sure,” Max said breezily. “I’ll have a Suntory neat and a glass of champagne.”

      “I’m sorry, we don’t do champagne by the glass, only sparkling.”

      “Bottle, then,” Max said with far more bluntness than he normally used on wait staff, another manifestation of his arrogant persona.

      “A bottle, sure.” The hostess scanned Julia’s face, seemingly for approval or disapproval.

      “That sounds nice,” she whispered, and the woman sailed away to bring them a whiskey and a bottle of champagne.

      “You um, don’t need to buy me a drink,” she told Max. “Especially not champagne.”

      “It’s no problem. I’d buy a girl like you damn near anything.”

      Julia’s cheeks burned hot once again. Goddamn, she was bad at talking to smooth men. She’d forgotten just how bad. “Thank you. Um, what brings you here tonight?”

      Max shot a lazy glance at his colleagues. “Just a few drinks with the boys from work. We’re in town on a work trip.”

      “Oh, uh, where are you from?” Julia knew she sounded simple but she was pretty sure it was convincingly simple, as though she might really be a drunk young artist trying to act grown up in front of an older man with whom she was woefully out of her depth.

      “Adelaide,” Max said with a smile that showed obvious pleasure in her nerves. He tapped her notepad, which lay open on the shiny table. “What are you working on?”

      “Um, just a sketch. I’m an artist, or at least I want to be one. I do abstract stuff, mostly. I go through a lot of pens.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Uh-huh, and 2B pencils.” Julia reached for her martini and finished the rest of it, thanking god Max had given her a job she could successfully waffle on about. Max watched her with unconcealed approval. His thick hair was ruffled and his tie was loose, it made him look very different from his usual neat and proper self. She wondered if it was intentional. If so, it was working, she was curling up on herself the way she did with strangers. Especially strange men, especially strange, handsome men. Their drinks arrived and Max tapped his tumbler against the delicate champagne flute.

      “I’ve never drunk proper champagne before,” she lied. She and Max had drunk champagne on their honeymoon, but that night wasn’t at all relevant to this one.

      Max smiled. His eyes were very different from the eyes of the man she loved. He scanned her as though she were a new weight bench or a heavily discounted brand of protein powder; a useful item he wanted for himself. “That’s a shame. Your boyfriend not taking you out on fancy dinners, then?”

      “I, um, don’t have a boyfriend.”

      The smile grew wider. “I can’t believe that, a pretty girl like you.”

      “It’s true. What about you? Are you um…” Julia looked down and saw that he was indeed still wearing his wedding ring. She had a strange flashback to another time and place—Brenthill Police Station many years ago, she a stammering idiot, Max another woman’s wife. She must have looked convincingly shocked because the stranger sitting across from her cleared his throat. “Tell me more about these housemates of yours, when did you guys start living together?”

      Julia was so relieved she’d done her mind map. She took a long sip of champagne and proceeded to tell Max everything she’d invented about Beth and Fiona. She peppered the story with truths about herself; that she liked Japanese cartoons and burgers, that she was looking forward to winter so she could wear her wide collection of fancy coats again. It was electric the way Max smiled and urged her to say more, as though they knew nothing about one another. He also kept filling her glass from the bottle placed in the silver bucket beside them and soon Julia’s head was full of bright shimmering light, the kind that glinted off diamond rings and crystal chandeliers. She covered her glass as Max attempted to top it again. “I shouldn’t have anymore.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Are you drunk?”

      “No,” Julia said defensively. “Just kind of tipsy.”

      His dark eyes scanned her body once more. “And you’re worried I might try and take advantage?”

      She inhaled, shocked by his brazenness. “Would you do that?”

      Yes, Max’s eyes said. Why do you think I’m here, you silly girl? “Not a chance, you’re just a kid.”

      He gently guided her hand away from her flute and picked up the champagne bottle which was now suspiciously empty. She watched as he poured the last of the sunshine liquid into her glass. “Thank you.”

      “No problem. It’s a shame your friends aren’t here, I was thinking you girls could share this.”

      She licked her lips. “Yeah, I think they’ve bailed. Maybe I should go home.”

      There was a short shimmering pause and then, “You could do something else.”

      “Like what?”

      “I’m staying at a place around the corner. We could head back there, have another drink?”

      Another sign that this man wasn’t her husband. Max never beat around the bush. If they were truly strangers flirting in a bar, he would just straight-up invite her back to his room for sex, maybe list a few of the things he’d do to her once they got there, but this man—David—he was slippery. He was the kind of guy who bought a lonely girl champagne and eyed off her tits the entire time she drank it, gaming out how he could get her into his cheap hotel bed. Julia decided to play coy. “Would we just be having another drink?”

      “That would be entirely up to you, Emily.” He sat back in the booth again, spreading his arms so his broad shoulders and powerful chest were all she could see. She clenched her thighs, a little shocked by how aroused she was. By how much she wanted this man to violate her boundaries. “I, um, don’t want to be that girl, but aren’t you…married?”

      Max shrugged. “Technically.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means…” He seemed to choose his next few words very carefully. “…it means we can still go back to the hotel and have a drink if you want to.”

      Julia ducked her head, feeling genuinely uncomfortable. “I don’t know if I should…”

      “Thought we were getting along?” Max said in a tone that implied she was being a spoilsport.

      “We are. We were, but um, I have a shift tomorrow morning.”

      “At the art supply store?” Max improvised. He leaned forward, his expression as grave as if he were sentencing her to five years of hard labor. “You shouldn’t be working in that place, you should be doing your drawings, trying to get enough together for a show.”

      “I know, but I, um, have to pay rent and stuff.”

      And there it was, the perfect setup. If Julia wasn’t so excited and nervous about what was coming next, she might have been proud of herself. Max didn’t play it the way she thought he would. Instead of smirking and pulling out his wallet, he glanced around the room, as though hoping to avoid a meddlesome teacher’s eyes. Then he leaned even closer toward her. “Maybe I can help you with that.”

      Julia smelled the tang of his sandalwood aftershave, mixed with whiskey and sweat, and it made her feel even dizzier than the champagne. “Help with what?”

      “How’d you like to make a little money tonight?”

      She swallowed. “Do you, um, want one of my drawings?”

      A patronizing smirk. “I’m sure they’re nice, gorgeous, but no. For having another drink with me back in my hotel room.”

      She blushed as though she’d truthfully had no idea what he was going to suggest. “I…don’t know if I can do that.”

      “What if I tell you, it’ll get you five hundred bucks?”

      Julia gasped. She wasn’t faking, the enormity of his offer struck the tripwire of her money fear and sent shivers down her spine.

      “No,” she said automatically, covering her cheeks with her hands. “I couldn’t do that…?”

      But it was a question, not a statement, and Max—David—knew it. “You sure? That’s a hell of a lot of pencils, gorgeous.”

      Julia shook her head. “I can’t. I’ll go. I’ll give you some money for the champagne.”

      Max’s smile was malicious. “Could you afford it? This place isn’t cheap.”

      God, he was good at this. She felt guilty and horny and all the more flustered for it. “I…”

      “You don’t need to worry about it,” Max said in a soothing tone that belied just a touch of contempt. “I’m happy to pay for your drinks. I’ve got money. What I don’t have is company for the night.”

      “You mean back in your hotel room?”

      “Exactly.” He leaned in close. “You’re a sexy girl, Emily. A smart girl, too. I want you in my bed tonight. I’ll take care of you. Give you what you deserve.”

      “Wh-what do you mean?” she said, thinking wildly of bruises and belts.

      “I’ll make you come. I can promise you that. Eat your pussy, fuck you slow, whatever it takes.”

      Julia’s cunt tingled as she imagined this man’s dark hair buried between her legs. The way he’d make it feel so good, so new and perfect all at once. “I don’t know…”

      Max tapped on the table, his impatience clearly growing. “A thousand bucks.”

      Her mouth fell open. “You can’t be serious?”

      Max reached into his wallet and pulled out a money clip. It was fat with notes, the green ones that meant they were hundreds. He laid the clip on the table between them. “I’m gonna go up and pay our tab. You put this in your bag and meet me at the bar.”

      “I-I could run away with it.”

      “You could,” Max agreed, draining the last of his whiskey. “But you won’t. Meet me at the bar in five minutes.”

      He stood up and left then, and the instant he was gone, the hostess arrived to clear away their glasses.

      Their latest round arrived and Julia thanked the hostess. Her eyes went wide as she saw the money clip. Julia gave a nervous laugh and snatched it up, wondering what the hell the hostess thought was happening. A drug deal? A bribe? She pressed the money clip into her lap feeling the heat of the metal, the brittle crispness of the cash. This was what she’d been scared of for so long, the symbol of it, the value, what having it gave, what not having it took away.

      He’s paying for me…she thought. He’s paying for my body, for the right to do whatever he likes to it. He’s strong and I’m weak. He’s powerful and I’m nothing, not if I take this and use it to buy what I want.

      The idea sent a charge all through her body and she was suddenly so glad she had this fantasy, that she could feel such things. She tucked the money into the zippered part of her handbag along with her engagement ring then she went and met Max at the bar. His eyes heated when he saw her and he gave her a knowing smile. “Ready to go?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      Max took her hand as they left the building, but the movement seemed perfunctory rather than seductive, as though his mind was already on the filthy things he wanted to do to her. They walked silently toward the hotel he’d booked. It was a cheap corporate-esque building that aimed for class and wound up with bland. It wasn’t as filthy as the hotel in Julia’s fantasies, but it suited Max’s character. He steered her toward the elevator as though she were a perp. No, not a perp, a piece of property. A life-sized doll. They rode with another couple, a middle-aged man and woman. Julia couldn’t meet their gaze. The illicitness of what she and Max were doing was emanating from their skin, coming out in sleazy pulsations. She wondered what they thought and realised she didn’t have to wonder. Looking in the mirrored doors she could see the woman eyeing Max’s hands, now clamped around her hips and then searching hers for a corresponding wedding band. When she didn’t see it, the woman’s upper lip curled and Julia could practically hear the word ‘slut.’ The woman reached over and gripped her husband’s bicep as though afraid this wayward skank might launch herself at any married cock in the elevator.

      She wanted to reassure the woman, then decided it was none of the old bag’s business. It was good to feel shameless and naughty, especially when no one was actually being hurt. She leaned back into Max’s big warm body and resolved to be less judgmental about other people in the future. You never really knew what was happening, did you? The elevator dinged when they reached the thirtieth floor and Max steered her into the green and black corridor. Except for the ascending numbers, all the white doors looked the same, blank windows into nothingness.

      He swiped his card and urged her in. The room was…nothing. Bland, just like the rest of the hotel with green carpet and a double bed with grey sheets. Fake patchouli and jasmine lingered in the air, unable to fully cloak the base scent of cleaning fluid and cigarettes.

      “Take everything but your panties off and get on the bed,” Max said, unknotting his tie.

      Julia was a little taken aback. “I-I thought we were having a drink?”

      He gave a humourless laugh. “Did you take my thousand bucks?”

      She nodded.

      “Then you should know I didn’t pay for a drink, sweetheart. Strip and get on the bed. Spread your legs wide, I want to see what I’ve bought.”
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      Max stood still as stone as he watched his wife strip down to her underwear and climb onto the hotel bed. Beneath his skin, however, his heart was hammering, and his thoughts were a chaotic blur of selfishness. ‘Get her clothes off, eat her cunt, make her come, fuck her from behind, bareback if she’ll let me, she’ll let me, I’ll fucking make her let me.’

      He felt like a stranger, a tense possessive stranger. A dick. He’d crafted this scene knowing it would make Julia feel excited and new. He hadn’t expected to feel that way himself. The alcohol helped, it had burned away the second, third, and fourth voices that always spoke up whenever he made any decisions, questioning and prodding, asking if this was really the right thing to do. They were helpful voices, but irrelevant to the man he was right now.

      Julia—Emily—was on her back now, her small perfect tits pointed at the ceiling. She was breathing hard, her nipples were raspberry hard candy and as he watched, she arched her back, presenting her hips in a silent plea. Max grinned. She was turned on, the champagne had done its job well. She wanted him, and she’d be getting him. He’d make her scream his fucking name. The hotel walls were so thin everyone on the floor would probably hear it but he didn’t care. In fact, he hoped everyone heard it. Give them something to live up to.

      “David…” Julia’s big hazel eyes blinked up at him, asking him for directions. She was so turned on it was painful, but that wasn’t his problem, or more specifically, it wasn’t David’s problem. David’s problem was that he had a wife who wouldn’t fuck him, at least not enough for his liking and that paying a sex worker was no fun. He wanted a girl like this, fresh and naïve and indebted to him, and now he had her he was going to get everything else, too.

      He walked around to her side and cupped her chin. “Touch your tits.”

      “Wh-what?”

      “Play with yourself for me. Don’t make me ask again.”

      Julia stared at him, and she must have seen something compelling in his gaze because instantly, her long fingers rose and she began to stroke her nipples. Max grunted, his cock swelling even harder against his thigh. She handled herself so delicately, so differently from how he wanted her to touch herself. “Harder.”

      She obliged, squeezing her small breasts tightly. Her nipples grew even darker, flushed with blood and pleasure. She emitted a low keening cry Max felt all along his cock. “Good. Do it again.”

      He watched as her lips and thighs fell open, as the material between her legs turned darker with wetness. Goddamn, she was fucking beautiful. He always knew it, but this was insane. The mere act of pretending she was new was making him notice her freckles, her pale puffy lips, the way her collarbones jutted like lovely jewelry over her tits all over again. It had been that way since he rolled into the bar and saw her sitting in that booth. She looked like his fantasies back when he’d been a pending divorcee, lying in bed, tugging on his dick and thinking about the tall girl who’d got away. He’d seen her through a stranger’s eyes and realised he was every bit as attracted to her as he’d been back then.

      He must have been leering at her like a goon at The Emerald Peacock because Malbec, one of the visiting cops, had nudged him. “Pretty girl. And all by herself. You gonna go talk to her before that changes?”

      Max’s first instinct had been to tell him to fuck off, that he was married and the pretty girl was his wife, but that would have blown the entire fantasy out of the water. He’d either have had to explain why he wasn’t going over to talk to his wife or introduce her to a bunch of drunk horny cops. So he’d grinned and said, “The night’s young, we’ll see what happens.”

      As he drank and chatted with his colleagues, Max had been careful not to let his gaze wander to Julia, but the lie he’d told Malbec, and the fact that he’d bought it, had helped make the situation feel more realistic and himself less self-conscious. Yesterday he’d mustered up the guts to call Dean and ask for advice before he went ahead with the scene and his mate had been mercifully succinct.

      “Commit,” he’d said. “Whatever you decide to do or say, commit one hundred percent. Don’t let yourself get self-conscious.”

      “And if I say something stupid?”

      “Go all in with it. I promise when you get into a flow and it becomes way easier.” As if sensing Max’s growing discomfort with talking about it, Dean cleared his throat. “I’ve gotta go give Brayden a bath, but good luck.”

      “Thanks.”

      A woman said something in the background and Dean laughed. “Ash says if you fuck this up and make Julia sad, she’ll uh, stab you.”

      Max groaned. “You fucking turncloak! You told her about all this?”

      “She’s my wife!” Dean protested. “Also, she had a good idea, she says you should put the money in a separate clip and hand it over if that’s the way you want to play it. Way smoother than loose notes—”

      Max had hung up, but he had also bought a money clip and slid ten newly minted hundred dollar notes into it, feeling a throb of excitement he hadn’t expected to feel.

      He could appreciate Dean’s advice to be spontaneous and committed, but he’d taken the time to formulate his character, too. David was a selfish cunt, the kind he’d worked with all his career. Men who had great wives and beautiful families but were still pissed they never played professional hockey. Men who resented their sons’ potential and cossetted their daughters, convinced all males were the assholes they knew themselves to be. They bought big jeeps and trucks and flirted with the girls in the media department because goddammit they weren’t that old. They tried to pick up broke artists and waitresses in cocktail bars and when they got shot down, they offered money, because bending a good girl to your will was a hundred times more satisfying than paying an escort.

      Every cop thought they’d make a better criminal than the criminals, they knew all the tricks and they weren’t driven by desperation the way most crooks were. This role play business was kind of similar. Max found being faithful easy and spent a lot of time around men who failed, thus he knew how to be an excellent cheater. He’d never wanted to pressure a woman into sex, so he knew exactly what to say to ‘Emily’ to back her into his corner, to seduce her with alcohol and entitlement.

      As he watched Julia squirm on the bed, aching for his touch, Max thought he might finally understand on a fundamental level what this fantasy did for his wife. It was a chance to be what she never wanted to be, the victim of a more powerful man with money. For him, he knew it was the chance to experience the intoxicating elements of being a pig, all without hurting anyone. Well, almost without hurting anyone. With her legs wide, he could see the outline of his favourite place in the world through Julia’s underwear. The panel that concealed it was translucent with excitement and that had to hurt. Max breathed in the knowledge as he tugged off his tie and then his shirt. Julia’s breathing grew heavier as she watched.

      “Something wrong, sexy?”

      Julia’s expression was pure frustration as she played with her nipples, as ordered. “I shouldn’t be doing this. It’s wrong.”

      Max ignored her. “Am I gonna eat your little cunt or make you lie back while I fuck your face? Or do I just want to slide my cock into you? Feel those long legs kicking out against me?”

      “I-I don’t know.”

      “Well seeing as you’ve got my money in your handbag, I’d say the whole menu’s mine to choose from, what do you say?”

      She cast her eyes over to her discarded leather satchel, her cheeks burning. “Yes, y-you can have whatever you want.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Max kicked off his shoes and socks and then dropped to his elbows on the bed. The cover was scratchy and uncomfortable, but perfect in its strangeness. He pushed himself higher so his mouth was inches from the apex of Julia’s thighs. Her panties were plain pink cotton, but he liked that. It played into their scene, that she hadn’t known she was going into that bar to get fucked by a stranger and worn sexy underwear accordingly. “You’re fucking soaking. Is that all for me?”

      She moaned. “I—”

      “I think it is.” Max gripped her ass and pulled her closer to him, breathing over her pussy.

      She squirmed away. “Not that, not right away, please? I’ll go down on you or—”

      Max gave her a firm slap on the thigh. “Don’t talk. It’s better when you don’t talk.”

      “But—”

      He spanked her again. “What did I just tell you? You’re my whore for the night. I can use you however I want.”

      He bent down, dragging his tongue along the wet panel of her panties. Julia whimpered and he spanked her thigh a third time. “This is for me, understood? Not you. That means no kicking or thrashing around. You just let me taste your hot little pussy. Okay?”

      She nodded and Max tugged the material of her panties aside and stuck his tongue between her legs. She gave a loud, heated moan, the kind he’d wanted a girl to make for him from the time he first got a hard-on. He’d intended to spend some serious time eating her out but within seconds, he knew to pull away. From the way she was squirming and humping his mouth, she was so excited, she was seconds from coming. Normally, that would be fine, but he was enjoying taunting his girl.

      Max stood up and let Julia’s panties snap back into place around her pussy. Moving away from the bed, he rubbed his cock through his pants. It was hard as an iron bar. Goddamn, he was so ready for this. “You’re gonna suck my dick now, sweetheart.”

      Julia opened her eyes. Sweat was shining on her cheeks and forehead. He could see that she wanted to ask him to keep going, but she bit the insides of her cheeks and sat up. “Do you, um, want to lie down on the bed?”

      “Nope.” Max snapped his fingers and pointed at the carpet before his feet. “You’ll go right here.”

      As she arranged herself before him, Max opened his fly and pulled himself out. His cock was so ready it was dripping, and he had to go light as he jacked himself. “You like it?”

      Julia wet her lips. “It’s very…big.”

      “Sure is.” He pulled himself a little harder, displaying the length, the thickness. Call him arrogant, but he knew he had a nice dick, knew the sight of it made Julia damp, too.

      “Do you want me to put all of it in my mouth?” Julia said, sounding as nervous as when they’d first attempted this.

      Max laughed. “Eager, are you? Maybe if you knew what I had between my legs, you wouldn’t have taken my money. Maybe you’d have come back here just to get fucked. Stick out your tongue.”

      She obeyed and Max tapped the head of his cock on it, stifling the gratifying moan that rose in him when he felt the wet heat kiss his head.

      “Maybe you’d have taken the money either way,” he said, gripping her hair and pulling her mouth onto him as though it were a hood specifically designed for his cock. “Maybe that’s just the kind of little whore you are. Now suck.”

      She dove forward, swallowing him, and Max thrust into her mouth. He did it rougher than he usually would, but that was what the scene called for. Julia didn’t seem to mind. She hummed her satisfaction all the way down his cock. Her eyes were closed and he knew she was taking herself even deeper into her fantasy, telling her mind she wasn’t blowing her husband, she was sucking off the prick who’d paid for her body. Christ, thinking about that made it hard not to come right down her throat. Max inhaled and refocused on the fantasy, his role within the fantasy. He pulled her hair tighter. “Remember the money I gave you?”

      She moaned her yes.

      “That means you’ve gotta give me your best work. You telling me this is your best work?”

      Her eyes flew open, bright with panic, and immediately she began trying to take him deeper, plunging her mouth down on his cock.

      Max stroked the line of her jaw. “That’s better. Would you like me to come right now? Fill your sexy mouth up?”

      She looked up at him again, plainly searching his face for the right answer to give. Max laughed. “It’s okay. We’ve got a little more to get through before this is over.”

      He withdrew from her mouth and gave her a light slap on the cheek. “Get your ass on the bed and bend over.”

      “Yes, um…?”

      “You can call me, sir, if you like?” Max improvised, knowing she didn’t know which name to use.

      Julia’s cheeks turned red but she nodded. “Yes sir.”

      She knelt in front of him and Max had to bite back words of appreciation. Julia’s body was a work of art, and there were few ways he liked it more than bent over. She could be self-conscious about her height, but he loved that she was built like an amazon princess with small high breasts and legs for days.

      He stepped forward, running a palm up and down her flanks as though she were a racehorse he was inspecting, then he pulled down her panties and studied the smooth pale skin of her ass cheeks, the flushed pink place between them. “You like anal, sweetheart?”

      Julia’s spine stiffened, and he almost chuckled. It was something they were both curious about but had never attempted. They liked ass-play, but his cock wasn’t something women were lining up to stuff in their back doors, Julia included. They’d given it a few tries and never managed more than a couple inches, though those inches had felt fucking unreal. He’d never try to instigate something that advanced in a fantasy scenario, but this was about making her nervous, pushing her boundaries in a way that turned her on.

      “I don’t know,” she whispered. “I…I’ve never tried.”

      “I paid you. That means if I want it, it’s mine.”

      Julia looked at him over her shoulder, her mouth a soft pink rose. “I-I don’t think I can.”

      Max scowled as though he’d been deprived of something he’d been promised. “You mean it?”

      Julia nodded, her freckled cheeks blazing.

      He made himself sigh, long and hard. “I still think I should take it if I want it, but I’ll tell you what. You convince me you’re gonna be a good fuck, maybe I’ll change my mind.”

      “W-what do you mean?”

      “Take your underwear off. Give me a show. Sell your pussy to me, sweetheart.”

      He felt like one of those assholes at a strip club who wasn’t content to let a woman dance for him, he wanted her to pretend she was fulfilling her own fantasy writhing in front of him. But the asshole attitude worked. As Julia gripped the edge of her panties and began to slide them down, her hands were shaking. “Please fuck me,” she whispered. “I want you so bad, sir.”

      Max kept his face impassive. “That it?”

      She arched her back high, displaying the sweet pink of her pussy, the firm swells of her ass. “Please, please fuck me. I need it. I need you.”

      His cock throbbed against his thigh. “Oh yeah? Where’d you need me?”

      Julia reached behind herself and ran a finger over her lips, brushing her clit before sinking it deep inside herself. “Right there.”

      Max swallowed his groan of approval. “Feel good?”

      “Not as good as you. I need you inside me, sir. I need to come on your big cock.”

      “That’s very good, baby, very believable.” Max climbed on the bed behind her and before she could stop touching herself, he gripped her wrist. “Put another finger in and keep going.”

      “But—”

      He smacked her ass. “Put another finger in right now.”

      She complied, whimpering as she stretched herself. “Please, I thought you were going to fuck me?”

      “I will, but I want you fucking humble first. I want you to know exactly what a little slut you are. Fuck yourself harder, I wanna hear it.”

      She did, and the wet pulsing of her fingers grew louder. Max could smell the sex and though he was light-headed with arousal, he kept watching and spanking as Julia got herself closer and closer. When she was breathing heavy and her rhythm told him she was edging toward orgasm, he tugged her hand away and slid his own fingers inside her.

      “You’re so big,” she panted, sounding almost angry about it.

      “That’s right. You’re gonna come soon, aren’t you? Come hard and wet all over my hand like the dirty little girl you are. You’re supposed to be making my night, giving me what I want, and instead, you’re getting off.”

      “I’m sorry,” she moaned into the bedspread. “I’m so sorry. I don’t mean to.”

      Max slapped her ass so hard the sound reverberated around the room. “Yeah, you would say, wouldn’t you? But I know you were sitting there wondering how my married cock would feel inside you, fantasizing about me fucking you.”

      “No,” she whimpered as she squirmed against his fingers.

      “Liar. You love it, don’t you? Wonder if your housemates have showed up at that bar yet? I should make you text them, tell them you’re fucking a stranger in his hotel room. What would they think? What would they say?”

      She moaned and he sank in deeper, two fingers, three. “You come real easy, don’t you, slut? I could see it the second I walked into that bar. I could see what a fucking whore you were. Just looking to get used up by a man like me.”

      She arched her back and Max decided to let her go there. Let her come so that when he fucked her, he would be fucking an oversensitive wreak. He pressed a thumb against her clit and rocked into her even harder. “If I lived in this city, I’d pay for your ass full time. I’d rent an apartment and keep you in it. Show up and ride your cunt after work, late at night. Tell my wife I’m going to the gym and come get my cock sucked, instead. Would you like that? Being my mistress?”

      Julia screamed into the pillow. Her cunt was contracting around him, pulling in the way he knew proceeded her orgasm.

      “Say it, Emily. Say you’d be my whore if you could.”

      She was only three words into her recital when she came, rocking herself hard against his hand, whimpering into the pillow. He’d made her do this dozens of times, hundreds, perhaps even thousands, but it always made him feel like a king. Usually, he followed her climax with a bit of a cuddle but this time he merely pulled out and wiped his hands on his pants. “Very good. That’s a very good little whore. Now, bring your ass up higher.”

      He watched her, shedding his pants and socks, and then he climbed onto the bed behind her, bracing himself at the opening of her hot little cunt.

      “What about a condom?”

      Max barked out a laugh. “I didn’t drop a grand on your pussy for condoms, baby. Besides, I’m clean.”

      “But—”

      Max reached over and cupped a hand over her mouth. “Going in bare. Get used to it.”

      She let out a muffled moan, but he ignored it, pressing forward and easing into her pussy. She was so slippery, he slid in a couple of inches, but as usual, had trouble as he tried to go deeper. At home, they had lube to ease this process, but he hadn’t thought to keep any on hand. His first mistake all night, though why would a married asshole carry lube around with him even if he was determined to get laid? Max let go of Julia’s mouth to spit in his hand and slick his cock down. Julia moaned and he was suddenly glad he’d forgotten lube. This was filthier, dirtier, than a tube of aquaglide could ever be. He grasped her hips and slid into her again, this time deep and hard. “Did you miss me?”

      “You’re so, so big-oh!” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “Sorry…I didn’t mean to talk.”

      “It’s okay, baby, you can say that as much as you like.”

      He moved deeper until he was seated all the way inside her. He’d planned to fuck her nice and hard, but from the way his balls were aching, he knew he’d come in a heartbeat. Plan B was necessary.

      “Work your hips,” he instructed Julia. “Bounce your ass on me, take it deeper.”

      She moved cautiously, and he smacked her hard. “What am I paying you for, pretty girl? Tell me?”

      “A-a good fuck?”

      “Exactly. A thousand-dollar fuck. So go harder, give me everything you’ve got or I’ll be taking that money back before I go.”

      Julia gave a soft hum of humiliation and began working herself against him, pulling herself up and down his cock, all her weight in her knees. Max felt her grow hot and slick around him and needing to cool off, he focused on the arch of her spine, the diamond glints of sweat budding on the back of her neck. Magnificent. She was so strong, so beautiful in ways she didn’t come close to understanding. He felt his own kink resurfacing, not the scene but the need to have a girl tied up and taking it from him. He pressed a hand into Julia’s lower back and eased her away from him.

      “I can go faster,” she gasped. “I can do it better if you need me to.”

      “I appreciate your enthusiasm, gorgeous, but I’ve got something else in mind.”

      He climbed off the bed and seized his tie. “On your back. Hands up by the headboard.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t make me remind you about the money one more time, gorgeous. Just be a good whore and do what I say.”

      She scrambled up the bed, her tits bouncing, and held her arms up high. “Please don’t hurt me?”

      Ordinarily, the request would have scared him, but he could see the pantomime in her fear, the way she lowered her eyelashes like a heroine being tied to the train tracks. It was obvious that within this scene the words ‘don’t hurt me’, meant ‘threaten me, make it clear you could hurt me wanted to.’ Max clenched his jaw, in the way he knew made him look mean as hell. “I’ll do what I want to do, and you’ll take it, understood?”

      Julia nodded. “Yes sir.”

      “Good, now put your hands by the fucking headboard.”

      He bound her hands together to the bed, fastening her with knots that he’d learned in scouts, though his leader would not have approved of that. He loved Julia like this, bound for his pleasure. He wished he had more rope for her legs. At home, they had cuffs and restraints galore, but like the lack of lube, the lack of props had its own weird appeal. Outside their window, bass thudded from the surrounding clubs and bars. People chatted and drank, all of them looking for what he had, perfect pleasure, perfect love, and yet here he was with both of those things. Because of that, he descended and ate her again, needing to feel her strain against her bonds, needing her to need him. He made her come again, his tongue in her cunt, his finger plunged deep into her asshole.

      “Tell me I’m your fucking king,” he told her, something he’d always wanted to hear but never had the guts to say aloud.

      Julia didn’t even hesitate. “You’re my king. You make me feel so dirty.”

      He grinned, woozy with his own power. He was making her fantasy come true. He was excellent at role-play, he was killing it at role-play. Dean could suck it. He was the king of role play.

      “That’s because you are dirty, you little whore. Now, we’re almost done, baby, but there’s one more thing I need first.”

      He dove into Julia’s bag, ignoring the feel of her engagement ring. Usually, he felt nothing but pleasure when he remembered he’d married this beautiful woman, but he needed to hone in on this asshole and keep himself in the red hot place of fantasy. He pulled out the money clip, still full with the thousand bucks he’d collected from the ATM. Julia’s eyes grew wide. “Are you…taking it back?”

      Max made himself laugh. “Had you worried, didn’t it? No, I think you need a better reminder of why we’re here, what you are. Seeing as that’s the case, you’ll be holding this in your teeth while I fuck you. Open wide.”

      Julia opened her mouth and he slid the wad of notes between her teeth, grateful that Australian money was plastic and a far better and more waterproof gag than paper currency. He stood back to admire the view. “You look so pretty like this, sweetheart. Like a real little whore.”

      She made a muffled noise that might have signified shame or excitement, but he guessed it was a combination of the two. He crawled back between her legs and lined his cock against her pussy, grabbing her hips and shoving himself inside. The headboard rattled as he set a brutal pace, needing to come, needing for this fantasy to meet its apex. But before that could happen he needed to fully give himself over. He looked down at her face and he imagined this was real, that he’d seduced this beautiful girl with money and treated himself to her body.

      “I needed something tonight,” he told her. “I needed to fuck something new and young and tight. You’re good for it. Does hearing that make you happy?”

      She nodded, her body taut against his bonds.

      “You’re gonna give me your number once we’re done tonight, aren’t you? You’re gonna let me do this again?”

      She nodded once more, making a little humming yes around all that money.

      “You’re gonna be mine, baby,” Max promised. “You’re gonna give it up to me whenever I fly back here for work and in the meantime, you’re gonna text me pictures of your ass and your pussy and your tits and tell me stories about all the things you want me to do.”

      He didn’t wait for an answer as he moved even harder inside her, his hips ruthless as they aided him to take what he needed from her body.

      “Sir…” Julia shuddered around him, her eyes rolling back into her head. She was yanking hard on the restraints and he knew they’d leave marks that Ash would tease her about tomorrow but he didn’t care, he was truly using her, truly letting her use him. He came grunting into Julia’s ear, heat boiling through his skin, his belly muscles spasming as his swollen balls emptied themselves inside her.

      “Fuck,” he said, his head a bluish blur. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      He reached up and pulled the money from Julia’s mouth. She swallowed a couple of times and he knew she was okay. He could also see that she wasn’t ready for the fantasy to be over. To retreat back into the world of the known. He yawned and straightened up, careful to keep his eyes away from her, lest he soften into his usual post-fuck silliness. He tugged the tie loose from her wrists, but she didn’t bring her hands down, just continued to lie limply on the bed.

      “I’m gonna go and have a shower,” he told her. “Take your time cleaning yourself up, but be gone when I come out. Write your number on the pad by the TV.”

      Julia opened her eyes, satiated and sleepy. “I thought you might want me to stay?”

      Max shook his head. “Gotta call my wife, and something tells me neither of you would appreciate the other being there for that conversation. Put your underwear back on and get going, baby.”

      He strode out of the room scratching his belly, hoping like hell he’d given his girl exactly what she wanted.
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        * * *

      

      The shower hissed on and Julia wondered if Max would mind if she joined her. Her body was slick with sweat and the results of their brutal lovemaking. She decided she wanted to prolong the fantasy a little longer, the hotel sheets would just have to take another one for the team. She smiled up at the ceiling, happy in a way that only the half-drunk and well-fucked could be. Max had done it, he’d made her fantasy come true in the most bizarre and blistering way possible.

      Had she ever really doubted he would? Her husband was the most capable man she’d ever met and it had always been his pleasure to give her what she wanted, even if he was prone to getting confused first. She rolled over and fingered the notes still secured in the little clip. Plastic, a symbol, an idol perhaps, but nothing to be afraid of. She smiled at herself, a silly human being overwhelmed with gratitude. The certainty that she had everything she needed and more.

      The shower turned off and she waited with an excitement unparalleled to anything that had happened when she and Max were in the bar. The fantasy was over, but she wanted to see him. The bathroom door creaked open, steam escaping into the cheap hotel room. Her husband emerged, a white towel wrapped around his waist.

      “You’re still here,” Max said with a grin that was all him.

      “I am. Is that okay?”

      Max raised his thick dark brows. “I don’t know, I told you I have to call my wife.”

      Julia turned the pinky and thumb of her right hand into a phone and put it to her ear. “Max? Are you cheating on me?”

      They both laughed the silly laughter of co-conspirators, of people who’d had all their sexual tension satisfactorily drained from them. Julia held open her arms. “Can I please have a cuddle? That married guy was very hot, but he was kind of mean to me.”

      Max all but flung himself on the bed and snuggled into her arms. “Was that what you wanted? We could try it again if it wasn’t. I’m totally open to criticism. I could do anything, say anything. I’m the fucking king of role play.”

      Julia laughed. “I have no criticism, it was better than I hoped it would be. So much freaking better. You deserve an academy award for that performance.”

      “Not quite, but thank you.” Max kissed her forehead. “Emily.”

      She giggled. “Thanks for giving me a name, it helped me feel different.”

      “I thought it might.”

      “How?” she said, wrapping her arms around him. “Actually, how were you so good at the whole thing? Being David? Approaching me.”

      Max shrugged. “I guess I imagined how I would feel if I was still married to someone else and I walked into a bar and saw you. Then I imagined I was an entitled cunt that wouldn’t take no for an answer and how seeing you would have driven me fucking crazy. How I would have had to have had you, no matter what it cost.”

      Julia beamed up at the ceiling. “Are you being serious or are you just flattering me?”

      Max laughed. “Of course I’m serious, baby, but I won’t ever have to do that because I married the right girl.”

      “That’s very nice to hear.”

      Her husband yawned widely, settling into the mattress in a way that told Julia he’d be asleep in a few minutes. She stroked his hair. “You’re so beautiful.”

      “Thanks. Also, don’t worry about the guys I work with, by the way. When I was paying at the bar I told one of them you were my wife. They won’t think I was cheating with some random girl.”

      Julia laughed. “I hadn’t even thought about that. It’s good you remembered, I know what a bunch of gossips cops are.”

      “We are the worst.” Max yawned again. “Cocktail bar was pretty nice, wasn’t it?”

      Julia laughed. “Yeah. We should go there more often.”

      “Or we can keep it as our secret sexy rendezvous bar.”

      “Really?”

      “Well, the detective flies into town a lot. He’s gonna need more pussy.”

      “I’m sure he will.” Julia ran a hand through her husband’s hair again, amazed that this man contained so many different things, an infinite number of things, and she could love all of them. She felt something hard press into her back and realised she was lying on the money clip. She pulled it out and handed it to him. “For services rendered.”

      Max smiled and closed her hand around the clip. “Keep it.”

      “You can’t be serious?”

      “I am. Buy yourself a whole new outfit, shoes and all, and think about me whenever you wear it. Think about what I did to you.” He gave her a smile that tried and failed to be lecherous. “I’m so glad we did this.”

      Julia feel like her insides were inflating. She kissed his mouth softly, once and then twice. “Me too. You might be the most romantic man in the entire world.”

      “You’re just saying that.”

      “No.” She gripped his hand because she needed him to believe it. “I love you, Detective Sergeant Connor. You make all my fantasies come true.”

      “I love you, too, Ms. Bennett. You are my fantasies come true.”

      Julia groaned. “You always one-up me.”

      Max kissed the tip of her nose. “I am a cop. Now please go and put your engagement ring back on before I start to feel insecure.”

      Julia laughed. “Whatever you like, husband of mine.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading PAYING FOR IT the sequel to my novel LOCKED BOX! I hope you loved spending time with Max and Julia as much as I loved writing them! Find out what happens when Max decides to propose in the Bennett Sisters sequel, OPEN HEARTS. OPEN HEARTS also follows Julia’s sister ex-model turned nurse Ashley and affable himbo Dean Sherwood. Dean has never loved anyone like Ashley, how can he prove he’s daddy material?
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      The laws of time said Sam was two minutes older than Nicole, but in reality her twin had emerged from the womb aged forty-five and proceeded to clock three years every fortnight until she was only marginally younger than Gandalf.

      It was a cliché, identical twins who weren’t anything alike. The Olsen twins made a career out of parading their same-face-different-personality shtick around. The Wakefield twins of Sweet Valley High only had about a gazillion volumes dedicated to the same bullshit. But she and Nicole weren’t quaint ‘good girl’ and ‘only slightly less good, maybe she wears a leather jacket girl’ twins. They were polar opposites.

      When they were eight, Sam’s passion was WWE and Nicole’s was reading The Financial Times. In their senior year, her twin was voted ‘most likely to become Prime Minister’ while Sam had to contend with ‘most likely to go to jail.’ Nicole got a Masters of Accounting at the best university in Australia and Sam completed her tattoo apprenticeship and got busted trying to bring a joint into an Ice House gig. She didn’t go to jail for it, though—take that, graduating class of 2007.

      All things considered, Sam had way more in common with her younger sister Tabby than she did the other half of her embryo. That baffled her. Genetically, she and Nicole were the exact same person, how the fuck could they have different tastes in food, clothes, art, music, boys, politics and every other thing on the planet? Whenever she talked to her dad about it he rambled about the karmic wheel, but Sam preferred to think of her and Nicole as proof of the unique human soul. How else did you explain a person with her exact face whose favourite singer was John fucking Mayer?

      They’d always been close. That was a cliché Sam never minded—the built-in best friend, the steadfast ally. When they were kids, she and Nicole wanted to marry brothers and live in the same house forever; shape their whole future around the two of them. Then they were adults drifting apart as their friends and careers diverged. At twenty-two, Nicole accepted a job in Adelaide. Sam clung to the belief that the move was temporary, but then her twin got engaged to Aaron and they bought a house. When Sam heard the news, she wrote Nicole an email she never sent. Please don’t make a life so far away from me. I need you. We belong together.

      She knew it was stupid, to describe your twin in a language that was only appropriate for lovers. She and Nicole weren’t a single person. She was entitled to march to the beat of her own (extremely rigid) drum, far away from Brunswick and their dad and the mess of their shared adolescence. But in spite of the distance Nicole had put between them, Sam knew she’d freak if she sold the business without her knowledge.

      That was why, three days after her meeting with Scott Sanderson, Sam closed the shop up early, ran a scalding bath, poured a large glass of Shiraz, and when she was pleasantly light-headed from the heat and alcohol, called her twin on her landline. She didn’t have a mobile phone, but she did have her own extension—just like Claudia from The Babysitters Club. It had a long twirley cord so she could talk in the bath and the receiver was shaped like an ice cream cone—a whimsical touch that always made her smile. At least, it usually did. Just then, the silliness of it only enhanced her feeling of being an incompetent adult.

      Her twin picked up on the second ring. “Has dad called? Is he hurt? Is he sick?”

      “No.”

      “Oh, hello then.”

      Sam grinned. “Hey, is Aaron home?”

      “No, he’s got a meeting and then he’s going to the gym.”

      “Good.” Sam hadn’t wanted to tell Nicole the news about the business with her fiancé around. He was an insufferable snob moonlighting as a barrister and he’d demand Nix put the call on loudspeaker so he could weigh in with his cunt opinions.

      “So…what’s up? Dad’s fine, isn’t he?”

      “I couldn’t tell you. I haven’t heard from him, but I do have news. Get a massive drink of some kind and sit down.”

      “Oh god, what’s wrong? Do you have cancer?”

      Oh Christ, she’d forgotten about Nicole’s lifelong fear that everyone and everything was going to get cancer. “No. No one is in any kind of immediate danger. Go get a drink and I’ll fill you in.”

      She listened to the click-splash of her twin pouring a glass of wine—a white because wine was another thing they couldn’t see eye-to-eye on. So her fiancé was at the gym, was he? A likely fucking story.

      A year ago, Nicole found a wrapper and a hotel bill in one of Aaron’s suit jackets. The cheating itself wasn’t that surprising—Aaron had the octopus ooze of a born skirt chaser—but what had surprised Sam was Nicole’s refusal to leave. Her twin swallowed all Aaron’s piss-weak lies about stress and how it would never happen again, while ignoring the fact that he refused to apologise and tried to shift the blame onto her by saying they weren’t having enough sex. Sam didn’t have power over who Nicole married, no more than she had power over anywhere her twin lived, but it was hard to talk to her after that. Hard to look at her without wanting to shake her very hard.

      After the cheating incident, their dad had sent Aaron copies of The Ethical Slut and Sex at Dawn along with a note suggesting ethical non-monogamy might be a viable option. Aaron had mailed the books back and refused to talk to him for months.

      “What did you expect?” Sam had told her dad. “He wants a traditional relationship. You know, where the guy cheats on his wife and she just has to get over it.”

      Sam took a big gulp of wine, offering the universe the same silent prayer she’d had for three years—that her twin would wake up and smell the pheromones before she and her slimy fiancé scrambled their DNA into a kid. It hadn’t worked yet, but maybe a thousand times would be the charm.

      “Are you there?” Nicole said, coming back on the line. “I’ve got a jug of pinot in hand. What’s the news?”

      Explaining took longer than Sam expected. She tried to get it all out in one sentence—dad left me the house and the business, the former is messy, the latter is broke, but Nicole wanted details. By the time she was done explaining the financial issues, dead-end social media prospects and heritage site nightmares, she could hear her twin grinding her teeth.

      “You can’t be broke. Dad had a great system in place. I helped him set it up.”

      “That was years ago,” Sam reminded her. “Something must have changed. I don’t know why, but we’re barely breaking even and clients are dropping off like flies. Dad’s old customers don’t want to see me or Noah or Gil and we’re not bringing in any new blood.”

      “Okay…”

      Sam swore she could hear her twin’s brain whirring. “Before you announce a plan, there’s something else you should know. I had a run in with our old neighbor.”

      Nicole gasped. “Scott Sanderson?”

      Sam hated that her stomach fluttered at the sound of his name. “Yeah, that guy.”

      “Oh my gosh, did he want to talk about the pictures?”

      “No,” Sam said firmly. “He’s home on a visit from London. His old man sent him around to offer us a deal on the house.”

      Nicole gave an indignant snort. “Again? Does that man ever give up?”

      “Yeah, that was about my reaction, but here’s the thing—he’s offering us three mil for it.”

      There was a loud clattering noise, followed by the sound of Nicole swearing and scrabbling. When she came back on the line, she was breathless. “Three million dollars?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “That’s insane. We’d never get that much on the open market.” Nicole hesitated. “So, I mean…what are you thinking?”

      Sam knew what her sister was thinking; three million meant more stocks, a new car and a bigger fucking balloon arch at her wedding to sleazy cuntlord Aaron. It stung, but Sam didn’t blame her. Nicole had grown up in their house but she wasn’t invested in living in its walls or working in the business that was their father’s pride and joy. Maybe once, but not anymore.

      “Sam?” Nicole pressed. “Are you thinking about selling?”

      “I don’t think I can,” she admitted. “I know it’s a great offer but dad left this place to me.”

      “His letter said that you could sell if you wanted to.”

      “I know, but I don’t think that’s what he wants. He wanted to give me some responsibility, make me grow up, which was fucking stupid because the whole business is tanking. I can’t believe what a fuck-up I am.”

      The backs of her eyes prickled and she felt fat tears slide down her face.

      “Sam…are you crying?”

      Sam laughed through her fingers. “Yeah,” she said, pulling her hand from her mouth.

      “I’m a fucking fountain right now. I cried all over Galahad.”

      “Are you serious?” Nicole sounded more surprised than when she’d told her about the business failing.

      “Is that so shocking?”

      “Uh, no offense, but yes.”

      “I cry!”

      “You didn’t at nana’s funeral, or when Andy stole your weed and ditched you in Berlin or when mum—”

      “Yeah okay, I’m not known for crying,” Sam interrupted, rubbing her wet palms over her face. “It’s just a phase with dad and the business and everything. It’s all so overwhelming and, fuck it, let’s just sell.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep,” Sam said, ignoring the gurgling in her stomach. “Let’s sell and split the profits then you’ll have your wedding and Tabby’ll have endless weed money and I’ll move to Costa Rica and bang locals and learn how to do stick ink tattoos.”

      “Sammy,” Nicole’s voice was gentle. “Is that what you want?”

      Sam looked up at the wall where her father had mounted a framed photo of the three of them. She and Tabby had matching shampoo Mohawks and Nicole wore a bubble beard. All of them were laughing their asses off, frozen in time in the exact same bathroom, twenty years earlier. No, she didn’t want to sell the business to Greg Sanderson, she wanted to run a successful tattoo shop and have her family around her and a hot boyfriend who spanked her like the boss from Secretary. She wanted to not feel so lonely and unfulfilled and distracted all the time. Essentially, she wanted everything, but that wasn’t exactly realistic.

      “Yeah,” she told Nicole. “I want to sell up.”

      There was a short pause followed by a long, gulping sound, as though a lot of Nicole’s wine had just been drained into her stomach. “I’ll come back to Melbourne.”

      Sam jolted upright, splashing lukewarm water over the edge of the bath and onto the floor. “Huh?”

      “I’ll come to Melbourne. For a bit, I mean. It’s obvious you need me. I’ll help you go through the finances and shake off the heritage listing and get your social media turned over.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know, but I am, okay? So let’s not make a big thing about it.”

      Sam grinned so hard it hurt her face. There she was, the girl who’d once sat on the couch in pink tracksuit pants eating chicken nuggets off a tray. “You mean it?”

      “Yes. I can work remotely from anywhere and I have a tonne of leave. I’ll fly down on Sunday and stay a week. Two if working through everything takes longer. That way I can free you up to handle the clients.”

      Sam closed her eyes and kicked her feet in the water, trying not to scream her happiness to the ceiling. This could work. No one could do money like Nicole, and then they could hang out without arsehole Aaron around, watch TV and drink wine and go out for dinner the way they had before she moved away.

      “Just let me get my laptop and look up flights,” Nicole said. “Is my bedroom still set up?”

      “Fuck yeah,” Sam lied. She’d move her dad’s easels and penguin sculptures out of there as soon as she got out of the bath.

      “Good. Now, you just soak and try not to cry anymore and I’ll work on a two-week plan.”

      Sam heard the sound of a computer being turned on and knew her twin wouldn’t be sleeping tonight. Whenever she dedicated her powerful brain toward solving a problem, the response was always swift and awe-inspiring.

      “Okay, so you’ll need a new accounting system. We can finally use the KeyMaster program I told dad to install in 2015 and we need to digitize the backlog.”

      Sam lay back in the bath, grinning from ear to ear. “Sounds good.”

      “…and you’ll need to enter competitions again. It’s almost September, which is perfect. All the big ones will be opening up for registration soon.”

      Sam’s smile vanished. “You want me to go back on the competitive circuit?”

      “Yes, it’s great advertising and you’re too good not to win.”

      “But—”

      “Tabby can handle the social media side of things and tattoo a bit. God knows it’s about time she had a steady job and—”

      “Tabby?” Sam interrupted. “You want to bring in Tabby?”

      It wasn’t that she didn’t want her youngest sister’s help in saving the business, it was that Tabby’s understanding of what was ‘helpful’ was very different from most of mainstream society. And often not very helpful. A few years ago, their dad had been rushed to hospital after a minor stroke and Tabby had appeared at his bedside with her ex-boyfriend, a brand new boyfriend, a loaf of bread and a jar of pot honey. She wasn’t an arsehole, but you didn’t want to rely on her for a lift to the train station, let alone assistance in times of trouble.

      “Yes, I think Tabby should be involved.” A keyboard rattled on Nicole’s end of the line. “Can you pick both of us up from the airport at five on Sunday?”

      “Uh…yeah?”

      “Great. So you’ll be doing competitions, I’ll be straightening out the books and Tabby can work on your social media accounts and re-do the website…” Nicole’s voice trailed off as she continued typing frantically.

      “Hey, is Aaron going to be cool with you coming home on such short notice?”

      There was a pause like a piece of toffee being stretched to maximum capacity.

      “I’m sure he’ll understand,” Nicole said finally. “He’d want me to help my family. Wants me to help my family.”

      Sam privately thought that what Aaron really wanted was for Nicole’s family to die in a mysterious cruise ship explosion and leave him all their money, but she wasn’t going to point that out. “Sure.”

      “Do you want to tell Scott we’re not selling, or should I?”

      “I will,” Sam said, trying not to sound as guilty as she felt.

      “Cool. God, Scott Sanderson. I haven’t thought about him in years. What does he look like?”

      “He’s…”Gorgeous? Friendly? Extremely buff? “…Super British again. It sounds like he’s barely been home since he left for uni.”

      “Can you blame him? His mum died and then his dad was getting drunk and smashing up their house every night.”

      Sam remembered. She remembered Scott Sanderson had smashed a few things of his own, including a strawberry pie that she’d…but she didn’t want to think about that.

      “We don’t need to worry about him,” Sam said. “He’s only here for a visit. He, uh, just broke up with his girlfriend.”

      She shouldn’t have said that, should have remembered how attuned her sister’s romance radar was. Nicole made an excited mooing noise. “Is he good-looking now?”

      “He was always good-looking, in a virginal blonde kind of way.”

      “God, you never gave him a rest with the virgin stuff. Where did you talk to him about his dad’s proposal? The courtyard? The office?”

      “We…went out for a drink.”

      There was more excited mooing.

      “Nicole,” Sam warned. “We just went out for one awkward drink and that’s it.”

      Sam wasn’t being entirely honest. Not about the quantity of drinks she and Scott Sanderson had shared or her interest levels. Though she had no intention of sleeping with her ex-neighbour, ever since they’d met she’d thought about him all day and dreamt of him at night. The day thoughts ran the gauntlet from nostalgic to resentful, but the dreams were always the same.

      They were sex dreams. She was kissing a blank-faced stranger on her bed when Scott appeared and lifted her from the stranger’s arms. He’d climbed through her window like he did when they were kids, only this time his intent was far from innocent. Shoving the stranger aside, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her deeply. “No more games, Samantha. You’re mine now.”

      And instead of telling him to fuck himself, Sam would press against him. “Yes. I’m yours.”

      He’d tear at her clothes, which in the dream-state slipped off like baking paper.

      “What are you doing?” she’d ask as he arranged her on all fours on her bed.

      “Something I should have done a long time ago,” he’d say as he ran his hands over her bare backside, squeezing her flesh.

      “Please,” the blank-faced man begged from somewhere. “Please, stop?”

      Dream-Scott would laugh. “Not a chance. You can watch if you’d like, though.”

      And he did watch, he watched as Scott Sanderson made her come. Sam could never remember how he managed this, but it didn’t matter. The way she kept waking up disturbed and aroused mattered. The fact that she was having them at all mattered. She persisted in telling herself it was a coincidence even though she’d had the same dream three nights in a row. She couldn’t tell Nicole about the sex dreams. Her sister wasn’t a prude—no one who’d been taught the birds and bees by their dad and his extensive collection of sex-positive literature could have been—but she’d stiffened over the four years she’d been dating Aaron, grown a little more conservative about everything, including sex. She never wanted to hear details about Sam’s flings and would regard a recurring fuck-dream about Scott Sanderson as a moral failing.

      Besides, it didn’t mean anything that she was fantasizing about Scott Sanderson, did it? She’d used to dream about him when she was a teenager, after all. Not that often but, still, enough that she remembered it. He’d always been spanking her in those dreams too and she’d put it down to internalized angst about the ways he taunted her.

      “Okay, my tickets are booked,” Nicole announced. “Have you spoken to Tabby lately? Do you know what she’s up to?”

      “Nope. I called her last week and she said something about squatting in an abandoned post office—”

      “What? I thought she was house-sitting for that model?”

      “That was last month. From what I could gather, she’s a bit tight on cash.”

      “Surprise, surprise. I’ll call her right after this and work out her schedule. What has she been doing for money? Like, how does she have any at all?”

      “Umm, she said something about hosting a few gigs and I think she’s still tattooing out of her mate’s shed…”

      “Oh my God, she’s hopeless. I swear to god, if she keeps acting the way she does, she’s going to end up in jail.”

      Sam would have bet a hundred bucks the phrase had come straight from Aaron’s mouth. He liked their neon-haired, septum-piercing having sister even less than he liked their sex-advice giving dad.

      “Don’t freak out about Tabby, she’s only twenty-three, she’ll straighten out. Besides, everyone at school said I’d go to jail and I never did.”

      Nicole sighed. “Look, we need Tabby here. She’s got a huge fanbase and she’s great with social media stuff. I’ll just send her the money to come down to Melbourne.”

      “Ah, Nix…?”

      Her twin clicked her tongue. “I forgot, sending Tabitha DaSilva money is asking to have it converted into pink hair dye and pills.”

      “I think her hair’s blue now.”

      Another, even heavier sigh. “I’ll book the tickets and send her the boarding pass.”

      “Great. That way we know she won’t hitchhike.”

      “She’s been—you know what, don’t tell me.”

      “Probably for the best.”

      Her sister made a huffy bossy noise. “Maybe we can make this family reunion a two-for-one business trip and intervention?”

      Sam gritted her teeth in anticipation of the ‘what are you doing with your life, Tabby?’ arguments she knew were coming. Yet she was still so, so excited to see her sisters.

      “Maybe. So you’ll be here Sunday afternoon?”

      “Yes. We should be landing within an hour of one another. Please don’t forget to come and get me from the airport.”

      “I’ll remember. I’ll even pick up a forty-pack of nuggets for you.”

      “I don’t eat processed chicken anymore, you know that. Anyway, I should go, Aaron will be home soon and I’ve got work to do.”

      Explaining to do, more like.

      As soon as they ended their call, Sam dialed Tabby’s number and left a message outlining their plans and reminding her not to tell Nicole she did backyard tattoos for rent. By the time she was done the bathwater was lukewarm, but Sam reclined in it like a queen. Nothing had changed since she’d called Nicole, but knowing that her sisters were coming home was like knowing everything was going to be okay.

      Now, if she could just stop having sex dreams about Scott Sanderson, her whole life would be perfect. It had been years since he left, and he meant less than nothing to her. She didn’t need to be having these stupid dreams. She needed to extend some serious willpower toward not thinking about him.

      Despite this declaration, her hands wandered down her bare skin, stroking and squeezing her breasts before dipping lower. She’d never done the bath-solo sex thing. She couldn’t help thinking that water was going up her and would stay there, sloshing around like the inside of a snow globe. Yet, now that some of her tension had been relieved, she was feeling decidedly sexy. She ran her hand along her labia, testing her arousal. She was swollen and slightly slippery in spite of the water. Closing her eyes, she imagined Scott gazing sternly down at her. “Have you missed me, Samantha?”

      “Not particularly,” she’d say. “What are you going to do about it?”

      Without a word he’d reach down and pull her out of the bath. Completely unconcerned about getting water on his clothes, he’d carry her to her bedroom. “You’ve been such a bad girl, but I know how to make you good again.”

      He’d take his time placing her on the bed, positioning her exactly how he wanted her, her back arched, her ass exposed. “Are you ready, darling?”

      “No,” she’d whimper, but his hand would come down just the same. The slaps would be sharp and hard, sending painful shocks through her skin. Shocks that shouldn’t have been pleasurable, but were. Scott wouldn’t make a sound as he spanked her. He’d just watch, enjoying the way her ass blossomed red marks and her cunt grew slippery before his eyes. He knew she loved the pain and he loved giving it because when he was done spanking her he’d be able to—

      “Nope.” Sam pulled her hand away from herself. This was a bad, terrible, no good idea. She stood up, letting the bathwater pearl and drip from her body. Things were starting to look like they weren’t completely fucked. She did not need to masturbate to thoughts of her childhood enemy. Not at all. Not ever. Besides, Galahad had returned to the posho lands from whence he came, and good riddance. She never wanted to see him again.

      Probably.
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