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Content Warning



This book contains graphic sexual content, BDSM themes, and ethical non-monogamy. Not recommended for readers under 18 or those easily triggered by sexual content. All characters involved in sexual content are over 18. Safewords are in use at all times during BDSM scenes.


Chapter one
The Photographer


The room smelled like sex.

Elena pressed the shutter release, the familiar click punctuating the silence of the penthouse suite. She was attempting to transform pristine hotel sheets into a study in texture and shadow. The assignment was straightforward: shoot the penthouse suite for a luxury travel magazine. Make it look expensive. Make it look like desire.

She moved around the bed, changing angles, adjusting exposure. The canopy bed dominated the space, creating architectural drama. Ideal for the magazine's aesthetic. She dropped to the floor, angling her camera upward to catch the geometric interplay of posts and frame.

Through the viewfinder, something burgundy caught her eye beneath the dust ruffle.

Elena lowered the camera. Set it aside with care on the plush carpet. She reached under the bed frame, fingers stretching.

Silk whispered against her fingertips—cool, slippery. She grasped it and pulled. A scarf emerged from its hiding place, paisley design catching the light. Expensive. The kind sold in boutiques where they brought you champagne while you browsed.

Then she saw the stain.

Dark liquid had spread from one corner like watercolor bleeding through paper, creating an abstract pattern within the paisley motif. She held it up to the window, letting light illuminate the damage.

Without thinking, she brought it to her nose.

Bourbon. Unmistakable. And beneath that, something else—the unmistakable residue of bodies. Sweat. Sex. The ghost of someone's perfume, floral and wanting.

Someone had worn this scarf while drinking. Then worn it while doing something far more primal.

Heat flickered low in her belly.

She pocketed it.
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That evening, Elena wore the scarf to the hotel bar, knotted loosely at her throat. She'd considered leaving it in her camera bag, returning it to the front desk. Instead, she'd tied it on with the bourbon stain hidden against her collarbone, a secret pressed to skin.

The bar occupied the hotel's ground floor—all dark wood and brass fixtures, designed to suggest old money. She claimed a corner stool where the light was good, ordered a gin martini.

The bartender, a Black man with strong features and an air of confidence, noticed her the moment she entered the bar.

His eyes didn't linger on her face or the neckline of her blouse. They locked onto the dark corner of the scarf where bourbon had bled into silk.

Recognition flickered across his features.

He finished the drink he was preparing—something complicated with muddled herbs—and walked to her end of the bar. Up close, she registered his full presence. Tall. Muscular. Strong hands that moved with precision.

"Can I see that?" His voice was low, intimate despite the public setting.

Elena unknotted the scarf without hesitation. She'd wanted this, she realized. Some answer to the mystery pressed against her throat.

He took it carefully, as if it were a fragile artifact. Brought it to his nose. Closed his eyes.

When he opened them, his expression had shifted—softened. A memory of something pleasant and private.

"I know this scarf," he said quietly. "I know that stain."

Elena's pulse kicked up. "Tell me."

"She was sitting right where you are." He gestured at her stool. "Three weeks ago. Her hand was shaking so badly she dropped her glass of bourbon. Soaked that corner." He touched the stain with his thumb. "She was upset. Said it had been a gift from her husband, back when he still desired her. I told her the stain would give it character."

"And then?"

"And then my shift ended, and we went upstairs to her room."

"What happened there?"

A knowing smile spread across his face. "I gave her another reason to shake."

The air between them compressed, became charged. Elena felt warmth gathering between her thighs, her body responding to the image he'd painted with those few words. A stranger's desperation. This man's presence. The scarf bearing witness.

"Your shift ends when?"

"Midnight."

She glanced at the clock behind the bar. Three hours.

"I'll wait."
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His apartment was three blocks away, close enough that they walked despite the heat radiating from the summer pavement. He didn't touch her during the walk, didn't take her hand, or press his palm to her lower back. But the awareness of what was to come hummed between them.

He unlocked the door. She stepped inside.

He pushed her against it before it fully closed, his mouth finding hers with a tenderness she hadn't expected. His lips were soft, questioning. She answered by opening for him, tasting him for the first time.

His hands found her waist. Slid up her ribcage. She felt him work the buttons of her blouse with the same precision he'd brought to the complicated drink orders she'd witnessed him creating all evening. Each button slipped free. Cool air hit her skin.

"The scarf," she whispered against his mouth.

He pulled back enough to meet her eyes. Understanding passed between them without explanation. He'd left it knotted at her throat while he'd undressed her.

"Keep it on," he said. "For now."

Her jeans followed the blouse. He knelt to ease them over her hips, down her thighs, and she braced herself against the door. When she stood in nothing but black lace and burgundy silk, he looked at her like she was art.

He undressed slowly, letting her watch. She understood the previous woman's shaking. He was beautiful. Long and thick, already hard. He moved up her body to cup her breasts through the lace. Her nipples hardened under his palms.

Elena dropped to her knees. She wanted him—wanted to understand what the previous woman had experienced.

His cock stood thick and ready. She wrapped her fingers around the base, felt the heat radiating through her palm. Heavier than she'd anticipated. She looked up, meeting his eyes while she leaned forward and dragged her tongue along the underside.

A sharp inhale told her she'd found the right spot.

She circled the head with her tongue, then took him into her mouth. Inch by inch. The stretch made her jaw ache pleasantly. She relaxed her throat, took him deeper.

His hand settled in her hair, not pushing, just resting there. Letting her control the rhythm. She felt the burgundy scarf swing back and forth against her bare breasts.

She worked him—the way she chose camera angles, with precision and purpose. Sucked hard on the upstroke, released pressure on the descent. Let her tongue trace patterns against his sensitive skin. Found what made his breathing change, his fingers tighten against her scalp.

"Fuck, that feels good." The words came out rough.

His cock pulsed against her tongue, and she knew he was close. But he pulled back, slipping free from her mouth with a wet sound.

"Not yet."

Elena wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, tasting him on her lips as she rose.

His voice had become more commanding. "You like to be in control, don't you?" he said softly against her ear. "Behind the camera. Choosing the angles, the light, what story to tell."

"Yes."

"What if you gave that up? Just for tonight."

Elena took a moment to consider. "I'm listening."

Marcus reached for the scarf, carefully unknotting it. He folded it lengthwise, then held it up.

"May I?"

She nodded.

He tied the silk across her eyes, blindfolding her. Elena's arms rose instinctively, but Marcus caught her wrists.

"Trust me.”

Darkness sharpened her other senses. She felt the calluses on his palms. The heat of his mouth when it found her neck, tracing the path the scarf had covered. Her collarbone. The hollow of her throat, where silk had rested moments before—now exposed and sensitive.

Sound amplified. Her own breathing became deafening.

He guided her to the bed and positioned her on her back.

She heard him walking away, and then what sounded like a freezer door opening and closing. A moment later, she felt cold water drip onto her heated skin. She gasped. He traced the ice along her collarbone, between her breasts, circling each nipple until they peaked hard and tight. Then lower, over her ribs, her stomach, the sensitive skin of her inner thighs.

"Oh god—"

He replaced the ice with his mouth, warming the chilled flesh with his tongue. Elena's hips lifted off the mattress, seeking friction, but Marcus held her down with one hand splayed across her lower belly.

"Not yet."

He worked his way up her thighs, kissing and licking until he reached the apex.

"Your panties are soaking wet,” he said, hooking his fingers into the waistband and pulling them down, exposing her completely.

A whimper escaped her throat.

Marcus spread her open with his thumbs and licked through her folds, inhaling the scent of her. Elena cried out, her hands fisting in the sheets. He circled her clit with his tongue, then sucked it between his lips while sliding two fingers inside her.

She came within minutes, her whole body going rigid before dissolving into shudders.

But Marcus didn't stop. He kept his mouth on her, fingers pumping steadily, drawing out her pleasure until she was begging.

"Please—I can't—it's too much—"

He finally relented, crawling up her body to capture her mouth in a deep kiss. She tasted herself on his tongue and moaned.

"Turn over."

Elena obeyed, positioning herself on her hands and knees. The sheets smelled like him. Pungent. Masculine.

She felt him shift behind her, felt his hand run along the curve of her ass. The first slap across her ass came without warning. Elena jolted forward with a gasp.

Heat bloomed across her skin, sharp and intense. The second landed harder, his palm connecting with flesh in a crack that echoed in the open room. She started to extend an arm back, a sign for him to stop, but she restrained herself. The third made her cry out, not in pain but in something more primal.

Each strike drew a new sound from her throat—gasps morphing into moans morphing into desperate pleas.

"More?"

"Yes."

He spanked her until her ass burned, until she was crying out for him to fuck her. Only then did he position himself behind her, gripping her hips as he pushed inside.

Elena felt herself stretch around his perfect cock. Marcus set a slow, deliberate pace, making her feel every inch of him. His hand snaked around to find her clit, circling with maddening patience.

"Please," she begged. "Please let me come."

"Not yet."

He fucked her slowly, building the pressure until she was trembling, until her arms gave out and she collapsed forward onto her elbows. Only when she sensed his orgasm approaching did he increase his pace, fingers working her clit faster.

"Now."

She came calling out in ecstasy. Her pussy clenching around his thick shaft.

Marcus thrust deep and followed her over the edge, groaning as he spilled inside the condom.

He pulled out. Turned her onto her back. His tongue replaced his fingers, pressing his lips against where they'd been joined. The slick evidence of her pleasure. He licked and sucked until she came again, this time in silence, the blindfold wet with tears she hadn't realized she'd shed.

His weight collapsed against her, breath hot on her shoulder. She felt him pulse, felt the warmth spreading inside her.

She kissed his chest, savoring the salt of his sweat. They lay tangled until his breathing deepened into sleep.

Elena waited. Listening to him settle into dreams. She slipped out of his bed in silence, gathered her scattered clothes, and dressed by the soft light of the city at night coming in from the windows.

She collected the scarf from where it had fallen across the pillow. Tied it carefully around his bedpost where he'd see it when he woke.

Evidence of her presence. Proof that this had happened.

Before she left, she took her camera out of her purse and snapped a few shots of him sleeping. Then she exited into the night.


Chapter two
The Bartender


Marcus had one rule: never sleep with hotel guests.

He'd broken it exactly once—with a married woman named Catherine who'd walked into his bar wearing a black cocktail dress and a burgundy scarf, taking a seat like she was trying to convince herself she belonged there.

She'd ordered Blanton's neat. Top shelf. The kind of choice that said she wasn't playing around, even if her hands shook when he set the glass in front of her. Marcus noticed everything behind the bar—the nervous sweep of her gaze across the room, the way she gripped the bourbon like it might anchor her to something solid, the tremor that made her spill when she raised it to her lips.

A few drops hit the edge of her scarf, darkening the silk.

"I'm so clumsy." Her voice barely carried over the ambient jazz. She dabbed at the stain with her napkin, making it worse. "Now I've ruined my favorite scarf."

Marcus leaned against the bar, studying the way the bourbon spread through the fabric like a bruise finding its shape.

"It gives it character," he said, and meant it.

Something in her face softened. Her shoulders dropped half an inch. She looked at him—really looked—and seemed to decide something.

"Can I tell you something?"

"That's what I'm here for."

"My husband gave it to me on our first anniversary, back when he still found me irresistibly attractive. Couldn't keep his hands off me. Now, he barely notices me."

What followed was three hours of confession. Catherine talked and cried into her second bourbon and laughed bitterly into her third. Six months ago, her husband James had cheated. Rather than confess and face consequences, he'd reframed his guilt as liberation—declared their marriage open, as though renaming his betrayal could absolve him.

"I told him I didn't care. I didn't want an open marriage." She turned the glass between her palms. "I just wanted things to go back to how they were before. But he kept pushing. Said he couldn't move forward unless I... unless I evened the score."

"That's not how it works."

"No." She drained the bourbon. "It's not."

James had booked this hotel stay. Demanded she act on his wishes. Told her it was the only way he could assuage his guilt, as if her body could be traded for his peace of mind.

By the time Marcus's shift ended at midnight, Catherine had asked him to join her in her room with the kind of directness that only arrives after someone has stopped caring about consequences.

He'd accepted.
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In the hotel room, Catherine had kissed him against the door with a desperate hunger that bordered on violence. Her mouth found his, teeth scraping his lower lip, hands fisting in his shirt. Then she pulled back, breathing hard, eyes wide.

"I'm sorry. I don't—I haven't—"

Marcus placed his hands on her waist, steadying her. He could feel her pulse hammering against his palms.

"How long has it been?"

"Thirty-two years." The admission came out strangled. "He's the only man I've ever kissed. The only man who's ever touched me."

"We don't have to do this."

"No." She grabbed his collar, pulled him down to her mouth again. "I want to. I need to."

But her body betrayed her anxiety. Every kiss started fierce and ended uncertain, her hands moving to his belt, then retreating, reaching for his shirt, then stopping.

Marcus slowed everything down. He kissed the corner of her mouth, her cheeks, the soft skin below her ear. Let his hands map the small of her back, the curve of her hip, giving her time to adjust to being touched by someone new. When he felt her breathing steady, he walked her backward toward the bed, mouth moving to her throat.

"Tell me if you want me to stop."

She nodded, eyes already glazing with need.

He undressed her slowly. The black cocktail dress pooled at her feet. Her bra followed, revealing breasts that rose and fell with each rapid breath. He traced his thumb across one nipple and watched it harden, watched Catherine's eyes flutter closed.

"Look at me."

She obeyed. He brought his mouth to her breast, circling his tongue around the peaked flesh before taking it between his lips. Catherine's hands flew to his hair, gripping tight as he sucked. He moved to the other breast, giving it the same attention while his hand slid down her stomach to the waistband of her underwear.

"May I?"

"Yes. God, yes."

He hooked his fingers into the fabric and pulled it down her thighs. She stepped out of it, now completely naked except for the burgundy scarf still knotted at her throat. Marcus stood back, letting his gaze travel the length of her body.

"You're beautiful."

Her laugh came out shaky. "You don't have to—"

"I mean it."

He guided her to sit on the edge of the bed, then knelt between her parted knees. Catherine's breath caught.

"What are you—"

"Relax."

He kissed the inside of her knee, then higher, tongue tracing a path along her inner thigh. She smelled like hotel soap and bourbon—and the musky smell of arousal. When he reached the apex of her thighs, he paused, letting his breath ghost over her before pressing his mouth against her.

Catherine cried out. Her hips jerked forward, seeking more contact, and Marcus obliged. He licked through her folds, tasting the evidence of her desire, before finding her clit and circling it with the tip of his tongue. The same precision he brought to muddling mint, measuring pours, crafting the perfect Old Fashioned—he brought it here, reading her body's reactions and adjusting accordingly.

When she started to shake, he slid two fingers inside her. She was surprisingly tight, her walls clenching around him as he curved his fingers upward, finding the spot that made her squirm. He worked her methodically, tongue and fingers moving in rhythm until she came with a strangled cry, her thighs clamping around his head.

He didn't stop. He kept his mouth on her, licking gently through the aftershocks, until she pushed at his shoulders.

"Stop—it's too sensitive—"

Marcus rose to his feet, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. Catherine stared up at him, eyes wide and dazed, the scarf rising and falling rapidly with each breath.

"I want more," she whispered.

The second time, he undressed fully and lay beside her on the bed. Catherine's hands explored his chest, his stomach, the hard length of him with a curiosity that was almost childlike. She was learning what a body other than her husband's felt like.

"You're so much bigger than—" She cut herself off, cheeks flushing.

Marcus guided her hand to wrap around him, showed her the pressure he liked. Her grip was unpracticed but eager, and when he groaned, she tightened her hold.

"Like this?"

"Just like that."

He kissed her while she stroked him, swallowing her small gasps and moans.

"Can I..." Her voice wavered. "Can I kiss it?"

The question amused him—the way she asked permission like a student seeking approval. He brushed a strand of hair from her forehead.

"Yes. Of course."

Catherine shifted down the bed, positioning herself between his legs. She hesitated, studying him like he was something entirely new to decode. Then she lowered her head and took him in her mouth.

Marcus groaned. Her movements were tentative at first, exploratory—adjusting the angle of her jaw, the depth, testing the weight of him. He wondered if she was comparing. Thirty years with one man, and now this.

She seemed unsure of herself, but the heat of her mouth made him groan anyway. His hand came to rest in her hair, not pushing, just stroking gently as she took him deeper.

"That's good. Just like that."

She steadied at his words. He felt her find a rhythm, felt her attention sharpen as she learned him—what made his breath catch, what made his hips lift slightly off the mattress.

When he couldn't take anymore, he reached for his nightstand, found a condom, and rolled it on with shaking hands.

Catherine spread her legs without being asked.

He entered her slowly, giving her body time to adjust to his size. She was still tight from her first orgasm, her walls gripping him as he pushed deeper. When he was fully seated inside her, he paused.

"Okay?"

"More than okay." Her hands found his shoulders, nails digging in. "Please fuck me."

He set a steady rhythm, watching her face for signs of discomfort. But Catherine met each thrust with a roll of her hips, her head falling back against the pillow. The scarf slipped loose from her throat, falling to the side.

Marcus braced himself on his forearms and drove deeper, angling his hips to hit the spot inside her that made her cry out. Catherine wrapped her legs around his waist, urging him on.

"Harder."

He obliged, the sound of skin meeting skin filling the room. She came again with her eyes locked on his, mouth open in a silent scream, and he followed seconds later, burying his face in her neck as he finished.

They lay tangled together in the aftermath, breathing hard. After a moment, Catherine spoke.

"Again."

The third time, she was ravenous. She pushed him onto his back and climbed on top, sinking down onto him with a confidence that hadn't been there before. Her body was learning—how to take pleasure, how to demand it.

She rode him with abandon, breasts bouncing, head thrown back. Marcus gripped her hips, guiding her movements, and when she leaned forward to brace her hands on his chest, he reached between them to rub her clit.

Catherine shattered. Her pussy clenched around him in rhythmic pulses as she came, and Marcus thrust up into her, chasing his own release.

Afterward, she collapsed beside him and fell asleep almost immediately, one hand still resting on his chest.

In the morning, she was gone. So was the burgundy scarf.

Marcus found it weeks later, worn by a different woman in his bar.
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Elena was everything Catherine wasn't. Where Catherine had been desperate and raw, Elena was deliberate and self-assured. She chose him the way she probably chose camera angles—with careful precision and artistic intent.

She wore the burgundy scarf like a trophy, the bourbon stain visible against her collarbone.

Marcus recognized it immediately as she sat down at the bar. "That's an interesting piece."

Elena's smile was knowing. "I found it. Under a bed in the penthouse suite I was photographing."

"The woman who owned it sat right where you're sitting. Three weeks ago."

"Tell me about her."

So he did. And Elena listened with the focused attention of someone who saw stories everywhere, in every abandoned object and every stained fabric.

When his shift ended, she accompanied him home.

Marcus had led Elena to his bed, where he'd knotted the burgundy scarf across her eyes, watched as her world narrowed to touch and sound.

She'd arched beneath him, with the deliberate surrender she seemed to crave. When he finally entered her, she'd grabbed the sheets with white-knuckled fists, her hips rising to meet each thrust.

Afterwards, she hadn't said goodbye. She had simply slipped away into the night, leaving behind the burgundy scarf knotted around his bedpost. Its bourbon stain a reminder of Catherine's trembling hands and Elena's confident surrender.
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The photographs arrived weeks later, in a manila envelope slipped under his door, no return address. Marcus spread them across his kitchen table and stared.

They were all of him. Sleeping, unguarded, vulnerable in ways he hadn't known were possible to observe.

He felt violated. Then he looked closer and understood: Elena had seen him. Really seen him. She had captured something essential and honest, something he usually kept hidden behind his stoic smile and professional competence.

Marcus pinned his favorite above his bed—a close-up of his face in repose, peaceful and content.

Tomás was the next person to see the photograph.

He was a line cook at the Italian place across the street. He'd been flirting with Marcus for months—lingering at the bar after his shifts, bringing leftovers and expensive wine, finding excuses to watch Marcus's hands as they muddled mint and measured pours.

When Marcus finally invited him home, Tomás studied the photograph while Marcus unbuttoned his shirt, pressing kisses down his defined abs.

"Who took this?"

"Someone who saw me." Marcus's fingers found Tomás's belt. "Really saw me."

He freed Tomás from his jeans, wrapping his hand around his hardening length. Tomás groaned, hips jerking forward.

Some people saw the truth in other people. Some people were patient enough to draw it out with ice and blindfolds and careful attention. And some left burgundy scarves behind like breadcrumbs, leading strangers to strangers to strangers, desire passed hand to hand across a city that never stopped moving.


Chapter three
The Line Cook


Tomás had been wanting Marcus since the first time he'd seen him at the hotel bar. Watching him work behind that polished mahogany bar had become something of an obsession. Marcus's movements were deliberate and unhurried, each gesture executed with unmistakable precision and care. They were hands that understood the delicate art of pressure.

Tomás knew something about using your hands. He worked as a line cook at the Italian restaurant across the street from the hotel, and their shifts overlapped just enough that they found excuses to visit one another. Tomás would bring leftovers—perfectly plated risotto and a bottle of Barolo he'd swiped from the wine cellar. Marcus would comp his drinks, let his fingers linger when passing the glass. They'd flirted for months, traded loaded glances through the windows separating their establishments, but Marcus had always deflected when Tomás pushed for more.

Until tonight.

Tomás had visited the bar after cleaning his station, carrying Tupperware and wine like an offering. An hour later, he found himself pressed against the wall of Marcus's loft apartment, Marcus's mouth hot against his neck.

"You've been making me wait," Tomás breathed.

"Wanted to be sure." Marcus's teeth grazed his throat. "I don't do this often." He hesitated before adding, "with men."

Tomás pulled back enough to meet his eyes. "I'm honored, then."

Marcus kissed him—slow, thorough, tasting of the bourbon he'd been sipping between pouring drinks. His tongue traced Tomás's lower lip, testing, then pushed deeper when Tomás opened for him. Those hands Tomás had been watching for months finally touched him, sliding under his shirt to map the defined muscles of his back.

Tomás moaned into his mouth. He fumbled with Marcus's buttons, fingers clumsy with urgency, until Marcus caught his wrists.

"Slow down." Marcus's voice carried the same authority he used when cutting off drunk guests. "We've got time."

He led Tomás to the bedroom—a tight space dominated by a bed with charcoal sheets and a photograph hanging above the headboard. Tomás's gaze caught on it as Marcus pulled his shirt over his head.

"Who took that?" The image showed Marcus in sleep, his face peaceful and unguarded, capturing a quality Tomás had never seen in him.

"Someone who saw me." Marcus found the button of Tomás's jeans. "Really saw me."

He freed Tomás from his pants, wrapping his hand around his hardening length. Tomás groaned, hips jerking forward into the grip of those skilled fingers. Marcus stroked him slowly, watching his face with the same careful attention he gave to everything.

Tomás reached for Marcus's belt, hands steadier now. He freed him from his slacks, wrapping his fingers around the thick length. Eight inches, heavy in his palm. Marcus exhaled sharply against his mouth.

They stood there, stroking each other in rhythm, kissing like they had all the time in the world. When Tomás whimpered, he slowed. When Tomás pressed closer, demanding more, Marcus gave it.

"Get on your knees."

The command sent heat straight through Tomás's core. He looked up at Marcus, finding his eyes dark with want.

"I want to watch you suck my cock."

Tomás sank down without hesitation, the hardwood floor hard against his knees. He looked up the length of Marcus's body—all muscle and tension, that beautiful cock jutting toward his face. Marcus's hand came to rest in his hair, not pushing, just holding.

Tomás leaned forward, lips parting.

After a few minutes, Marcus barked out a new order, "Bed."

Tomás obeyed, climbing onto the mattress. He climbed over Tomás, kissing down his chest, his abs, taking his time with each inch of skin.

When Marcus's mouth closed around him, Tomás had to fist the sheets to keep from bucking up. That tongue worked him, finding every sensitive spot.

"Marcus—" Tomás's fingers found his hair. "I'm close—"

Marcus pulled off with a wet sound. "We're just getting started."

He reached for the nightstand, producing lube and a condom. Tomás watched as Marcus slicked his fingers, then gasped when one pressed inside him. Marcus worked him open slowly, adding fingers until Tomás was writhing, pushing back, desperate for more.

"Please—"

"Patience." Marcus's voice had gone rough with his own need.

He rolled on the condom, positioned himself, and pressed inside with agonizing slowness. Tomás bit his forearm to muffle the sound that wanted to escape—too loud for thin walls.

"Look at me," Marcus said.

Tomás met his eyes. Marcus gripped his hips and began to move, each thrust, hitting that spot inside that made white sparks flash behind Tomás's vision.

"You feel so good." Marcus's composure cracked slightly, his breathing harsh. "Been thinking about this for months."

"Yeah?" Tomás wrapped his legs around Marcus's waist, pulling him deeper. "What were you waiting for?"

"Wanted to be sure you actually wanted me. Not just the fantasy of me."

Tomás pulled him down into a kiss. "I want you. This. All of it."

Marcus flipped Tomás over like he weighed nothing, driving harder into his tight ass from behind. Tomás had to bury his face into the pillow to muffle his cries.

"Tell me how much you like this dick," Marcus demanded.

"I do, I love it."

Marcus flipped him again, this time lifting Tomás's legs and placing them over his shoulders.

"Touch yourself," Marcus ordered.

Tomás wrapped his hand around his cock, stroking in time with Marcus's thrusts. The dual stimulation built fast—Marcus hitting that perfect spot inside, his own hand working his length, the weight of Marcus's body pinning him to the mattress.

"Close," Tomás gasped. "I'm—"

"Come for me."

The command sparked something inside him. Tomás came hard, spilling over his fist and onto his stomach, his body clenching around Marcus. The sensation pushed Marcus over the edge—he pulled out, ripping his condom off, his release shooting onto Tomás's cock and stomach.

They lay tangled together, breathing hard, skin slick with sweat. Tomás pressed lazy kisses to Marcus's shoulder, his neck, behind his ear.

"Stay," Marcus murmured.

Tomás wanted to.

"I can't. I have a long train ride home, and I have an early class tomorrow."

He dressed slowly, reluctant to leave. Marcus walked him to the door, wearing nothing at all. He kissed Tomás goodbye, slow and sweet.

"See you tomorrow?" Tomás asked.

"I'll save you a seat at the bar."
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Tomás made his way home across town, wishing, not for the first time, that he could just invite lovers to his place instead of always having to go to their places. But his roommate, Anna, didn't like strangers. She was intensely private—rarely went out, almost no online presence, the kind of person who controlled everything within her reach. It made him wonder what she was running from. That, and the fact that she was Indian with a distinctly American name.

Tomás entered the apartment smelling like sex and Marcus's cologne, finding Anna on the couch. She was reading academic papers on non-monogamy and power exchange, a highlighter between her teeth. She'd moved in six months ago—a grad student in psychology who studied human sexuality with a passion she brought to little else in her life.

"You're glowing," she said without looking up.

"Good risotto," he said.

"Risotto doesn't leave bite marks on your neck."

He touched the bruise Marcus had left. "You're observant."

"Occupational hazard." She capped her highlighter, her observant gaze analyzing him even more closely now, with dark, intelligent eyes that missed nothing. "Was he good?"

"Incredibly."

"Describe him."

Tomás grinned. Soon after Anna had moved in, they'd discovered his love of recounting his sexual experiences and her love of listening to them. An arrangement had formed without them discussing it—he came home smelling of men, and she listened while touching herself, while maintaining a safe clinical distance.

"Bartender. Young. Black. Tall." He settled into the armchair opposite her.

"How big was he?" Anna's breathing shifted. Her fingers disappeared beneath the waistband of her pajama bottoms.

He'd long since stopped being surprised by this—she loved an audience for her pleasure. She knew he was gay, so it had less to do with desire for him, he'd decided, than with control. She got off on hearing about his encounters, on making him recount every detail while she watched him and let him watch her.

"About eight inches and thick."

She moaned, closing her eyes, her hand moving beneath the fabric.

"We barely made it to his bedroom before we were pulling at each other's clothes," he said, his voice settling into the familiar cadence of storytelling. "Started with his shirt—I wanted to see his chest, feel all that muscle under my hands. He unbuttoned mine while I worked his belt, both of us breathing hard, kissing between every piece of clothing that hit the floor."

He shifted in the armchair, watching Anna's hand move beneath her pajamas. "Once we were naked, we just stood there for a moment. His hands found my cock first, stroking me slow while we kissed. I wrapped my fingers around him—God, he was so hard, so thick I could barely get my hand around him. We stood there like that, stroking each other, his tongue in my mouth, just feeling the weight and heat of each other."

Anna's fingers moved faster. "What happened next?"

"His hands got firmer and his voice more demanding," Tomás continued, his own breathing quickening at the memory. "He told me to 'suck his cock,' and pushed me down onto my knees.

Anna took in a deep breath.

Tomas felt himself growing hard and considered joining Anna in self-pleasure.

"I dropped immediately. Kneeling there, his cock right in front of my face—thick and heavy. Before taking him in my mouth, I lifted it, ran my tongue along the underside of his shaft. Then I went lower, took his balls in my mouth one at a time. They were covered in thick, prickly hair that scraped against my tongue. Could barely fit one in my mouth—had to work at it, rolling it carefully before switching to the other."

"Good boy," Anna whispered, echoing what Marcus had said.

"He said those exact words," Tomás confirmed. "Finally, I took his cock in my mouth, but Christ, it wasn't easy. Couldn't get him all the way down—had to use my hand on what wouldn't fit, stroking while I sucked. Worked up enough saliva to let him slide most of the way in, the wet sounds filling his bedroom."

"Then he pulled out, and a thick string of saliva connected my lips to his cock, stretching between us."

"Fuck," Anna gasped. Her pajama bottoms were pushed down to her thighs now, her hand working between her legs. He could actually see her wet fingers disappearing between her dark folds of moist flesh.

Tomás unzipped his pants, pulled his cock out, and began stroking it. Not because she was turning him on, but because he was turning himself on with his story.

Anna looked over and said, "Joining me, huh?"

He ignored her and returned to his recounting.

"He went down on me next—spent what felt like forever with his mouth on my cock before he rolled on a condom and lubed up his fingers. Stretched me open slow, one finger, then two, until I was begging for him."

Anna's breathing grew ragged, her fingers working furiously.

"When he finally pushed inside, I wasn't sure I could take him. It hurt at first—fuck, he was thick—but then it shifted. Felt incredible. He flipped me onto my stomach, took me from behind. Then turned me back over, stared into my face while he rammed into me."

Tomás stroked himself faster, lost in the memory. "Told me to jerk my own cock while he watched. So I did—stroking myself while he fucked me, his eyes locked on my hand, on my cock. When I came, he pulled out, ripped the condom off, and finished all over my cock and stomach. His cum mixing with mine."

Anna cried out, her hips jerking off the couch as she came. Her hand didn't stop moving, drawing out her orgasm. Tomás followed seconds later, spilling over his fist with a groan.

They sat there breathing hard, the apartment silent except for their ragged inhales.

Anna recovered first, holding up her wet fingers toward him. "Want to taste?"

Tomás gave her a disgusted look. "Fuck no. Gross."

She laughed, and he joined her.

"Fair enough," she said, licking her own fingers. She pulled her pajama bottoms back up.

Tomás tucked himself back into his pants, shaking his head.

Tomás suddenly remembered the burgundy scarf Marcus had given him before he left—silk, expensive. "Pass it on," Marcus had told him. He retrieved it from his backpack and handed it to Anna.

"Got you a gift."

She took it, examined it, running the fabric between her fingers. "It's nice." She brought it to her nose. "But it smells like bourbon."

"Do you want it or not?"

She nodded, draping it around her neck. "Thank you."

She studied his face. "Something else is on your mind."

How does she sense these things?

"There was this photograph above his bed." He rubbed his jaw. "Black and white of Marcus sleeping, naked, sheets twisted around him. Someone captured him completely unguarded—vulnerable in a way I fear I might never experience him."

"Painters and photographers have a way of capturing people's true essence," she said, already reaching for her highlighter.

"I guess so." He saw the image again in his mind—Marcus's face peaceful in sleep, defenses stripped away. "Whoever took it saw past all his careful control. It was so intimate. Invasive, even. But beautiful."

Anna was no longer paying him attention, busy highlighting a passage about power dynamics in non-traditional relationships.

Tomás went to his room and lay in bed, thinking about Marcus's hands, Marcus's mouth, Marcus's body.


Chapter four
The Researcher


Anna's dissertation explored arousal patterns in non-monogamous relationships with complex power dynamics. She'd chosen the topic because the data fascinated her—the ways desire fractured and reformed when traditional boundaries dissolved, how power shifted in bedrooms where rules existed to be rewritten.

At least, that was what she told her dissertation committee.

The truth lived in a locked drawer in her desk—a truth with a different name, a different university, a different life. Until recently, she'd been Ananya Sharma. Teaching assistant. Twenty-one. Brilliant, sexually adventurous, and utterly unprepared for what happened when a married professor responded to her flirtations.

She hadn't seduced him. She'd simply stopped pretending she didn't see the hunger behind his eyes, the way his breath quickened when she leaned over his desk to point out a passage in a student's essay, how his gaze lingered on her mouth when she spoke during their weekly meetings.

Professor James Corben was brilliant, married, and—she realized within the first month—desperate for someone to notice him as more than a collection of credentials and published papers.

"I'm not ready to go home just yet," she'd said one evening after office hours, standing in the doorway of his faculty office. The overhead lights cast shadows across his face, highlighting the tension in his body.

He'd looked up from his laptop. "Is something wrong?"

"No." She'd stepped inside, closing the door behind her with a soft click. "I just thought we could talk. Without students interrupting every five minutes."

That first night, he'd kissed her with such careful reverence that she'd laughed against his mouth. "I'm not going to break."

"I know." But his hands had trembled when he touched her waist, when he traced the curve of her hip through her skirt.

She'd expected him to take charge. He was older, experienced, the one with power in their academic hierarchy. Instead, he'd waited for her to tell him what she wanted, his eyes searching hers for permission with every touch.

The dynamic revealed itself slowly over the following weeks. They fell into a pattern—late nights in his office, stolen moments between seminars. She learned the geography of his body, the places that made him gasp, the words that made him hard.

Until finally—

"On your knees," she'd commanded one night, voice low and steady.

He'd dropped without hesitation, looking up at her with something like relief flooding his features.

A pattern was established. He was the professor. She was his teaching assistant. But behind his locked office door, the hierarchy inverted. She made him kneel, wait, beg. Made him lick her feet while she touched herself, her other hand gripping his hair when he tried to look away.

"Eyes on me," she'd ordered. "Watch what you do to me."

He'd come undone when she ground her heel against his erection, the humiliation and arousal tangled so thoroughly he couldn't separate them.

One particular evening blazed in her memory with crystalline clarity. He'd corrected her during a seminar in front of twenty graduate students, his voice taking on that professorial condescension she despised. The students had watched her fumble for a response, their eyes tracking between her flushed face and his satisfied expression.

She waited until the last student left, collecting papers while he shut down his laptop.

"Lock the door," she commanded when they were alone.

The color drained from his face. "Ananya—"

"Did I ask you to speak?"

He locked it, the deadbolt sliding home with a metallic snick that echoed in the large, open space.

She retrieved her strap-on from her bag—she'd started keeping it there, just in case—and watched him swallow hard as she pulled down her jeans and fastened the buckles around her hips. The leather harness creaked as she tightened the straps, the black silicone cock jutting obscenely from between her thighs.

"Bend over your desk."

"Please—" His voice cracked.

"Now."

She brought her palm down hard across his ass, the crack echoing in the silent office. He jerked forward, bracing himself against the desk.

"Pants down."

With hands shaking, he started, but was too slow.

"Pathetic," she said, yanking them down along with his boxers, exposing his pink cheeks.

"Don't move." Another slap, then another, until his skin bloomed red.

"Spread your cheeks."

He obeyed.

"Look at you. So eager to be filled."

She squeezed lube directly onto him, watching it drip down between his cheeks. She pressed one finger against his hole, felt the resistance give way as she pushed inside.

"I'm going to fuck you right here." She worked a second finger in, scissoring them apart. "Right where you corrected me like I was some stupid undergraduate."

He whimpered, hips pushing back despite himself.

"You want this." Three fingers now, stretching him open. "Want your teaching assistant to wreck you on the same desk where you grade papers and pretend to have authority."

"Yes." The word broke from his throat, raw and desperate. "God, yes."

When she lined up the silicone cock and pressed forward, he cried out—a raw, broken sound that spoke of relief and surrender tangled hopelessly together.

"Palms flat on the desk."

She established a rhythm that left him shaking, his dress shirt riding up to expose the small of his back. The sounds were obscene in the quiet office—her hips slapping against his ass, the wet sounds of the silicone sliding in and out of his greased hole.

"Do you like getting fucked by your student?" she asked, leaning forward, letting him feel her bare breasts pressed against his back through his thin shirt. "Tell me."

"Yes, I do." His voice was wrecked. "I love it."

She reached around his waist, her hand finding him hard and leaking. She gave it a sharp slap that made him jerk. "Your cock is rock hard, you dirty little slut. You must be enjoying getting fucked."

He came without her stroking him, spilling his seed across the ungraded essays stacked below the desk—the same essays she would have to collect and grade tomorrow morning. His whole body convulsed, a guttural moan tearing from his chest.

She pulled out slowly, watching him tremble through the aftershocks, his legs barely supporting his weight.

"Clean yourself up, Professor." She unfastened the harness with deliberate calm, wiping the dildo with tissues before tucking it back into her bag. "You're lucky I didn't make you lick it clean."

Eventually, shame and guilt over his being a married man caused her to end things. The weight of what they were doing—what she was doing—became too heavy. He had a wife. A life. And she was complicit in destroying it.

He hadn't taken it well. He'd become obsessed, calling and texting her at all hours, begging her to see him again. Leaving notes in her campus mailbox. Waiting outside her apartment until she threatened to call the police.

She'd considered reporting him to the university, but that would've cost him his job and, more importantly, damaged her own reputation. Graduate students who slept with married professors were not popular in academic circles. So she'd done the only thing that made sense—switched universities and changed her name from Ananya to Anna.

Anna Sharma emerged at a university across town, focusing on the very thing that had almost destroyed her career. Because understanding it was the only way to live with what she'd done.

Now, sitting on the couch while her gay roommate, Tomás, recounted his encounter with his new fuckbuddy, Marcus, she slipped her hand into her pajama bottoms. Her fingers found herself wet, aching. She touched herself while he described Marcus's dominance, the way the he had commanded him to his knees, had stretched him open with patient fingers before fucking him.

She thought of Professor Corben bent over his desk. Thought of his desperate sounds, the way he'd surrendered so completely.

"When he finally pushed inside, I wasn't sure I could take him," Tomás said, and Anna's fingers worked faster, circling her clit.

She came hard when Tomás described Marcus finishing across his stomach, the image overlaying with memories of the professor spilling across those ungraded essays. Her hips jerked off the couch, a broken gasp escaping her lips.

She'd orgasmed to a secondhand description of sex with a man she'd never met, while thinking of Professor Corben. Missing his touch. Missing the power she'd held over him.

Missing him.

The realization settled over her like a weight as she caught her breath, her hand still between her thighs. Despite everything—the guilt, the career change, the new name—she still wanted him.

And that terrified her more than anything.
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Anna wore the burgundy scarf draped across her neck when Catherine arrived for their third interview session. Anna had knotted it loosely, the silk cool against her throat—a gift from Tomás, passed along from his bartender.

Catherine's eyes focused on it the moment she stepped through the door.

"That's beautiful." Catherine's voice held something brittle, fragile. She settled into the chair across from Anna's desk, but her gaze remained fixed on the fabric. "May I see it?"

Anna's fingers moved to the knot, unwinding the silk carefully. She passed it across the desk.

Catherine's hands trembled as she took it. Her thumb traced over a faint stain near one edge. The older woman's breath caught.

"Where did you get this?"

"A gift." Anna kept her voice neutral, academic. "Why?"

"It's just—" Catherine's fingers tightened on the fabric. "It reminds me of one I used to have. Same color. Same weave." She set it carefully on the edge of Anna's desk, smoothing out the wrinkles. "I'm sorry. That was strange of me."

"Not at all." Anna opened her notebook, pen poised. "Shall we begin?"

The interview proceeded normally for the first twenty minutes. Catherine described her second encounter since the marriage opened—a different man, someone she'd met at a coffee shop. Her voice steadied as she spoke, clinical and detached.

"And how did this encounter compare to your first experience?" Anna asked. "With the bartender?"

Catherine's composure fractured. Fresh tears welled in her eyes.

"Nothing compares to that night." Her voice broke. "The way he touched me like I mattered. Like I wasn't just..." She pressed her palm against her mouth, shoulders shaking. "My husband never looks at me anymore. Not really. But the bartender, he saw me."

Anna's pen scratched across the page, capturing Catherine's raw confession while her own chest tightened with guilt she couldn't acknowledge.

"James told me last week that she's out of the country," Catherine continued through her tears. "The young woman he's been fucking. But he's waiting for her to come back. He actually said that to my face—that when she returns, he plans to resume their affair."

The pen stilled. Blood roared in Anna's ears. She had never said her husband's name before. James? Could it really be the same James?

"I didn't ask you before. What does your husband do for a living?" This was breaking all kinds of professional boundaries, but she couldn't help herself.

"Oh, he's a professor of psychology at Atlanta University."

Anna almost dropped her pen. He's waiting for you. He still wants you.

"That must have been devastating to hear," Anna managed, and meant it in ways Catherine would never, could never understand.

After Catherine left, Anna locked her office door. Her back pressed against the solid wood as her breath came shallow and quick.

Professor Corben was still waiting. Still wanting her. Still hoping she'd come back to him.

Where was the guilt that had driven her to end things? The shame that had made her flee, change her name, rebuild her entire life? She'd just watched his wife weep over wounds Anna herself had inflicted. But staring at that closed door, all she felt was hunger.

Her hand slipped beneath her skirt. Found herself already wet.

She thought of him bent over his desk, his expensive trousers pooled around his ankles. Thought of the silicone cock stretching him open while he begged.

"Please," he'd gasped. "Please, I need—"

"You need what?" She'd slapped his ass hard enough to leave a mark. "Say it."

"I need you to fuck me."

Anna's fingers worked fast, circling her clit with desperation. She bit down on her palm to muffle the sounds threatening to escape. Her teeth left crescent-shaped marks in the soft flesh—the same marks she'd left on his shoulders while riding him in his office all those months ago.

She came with her mouth clamped over those marks, tasting salt and skin. The orgasm ripped through her, sharp and unrepentant.

Afterward, she straightened her skirt with shaking hands. Returned to her desk on unsteady legs.

The interview notes waited—Catherine's tears reduced to data points, her shattered marriage to a case study. Anna transcribed every word with clinical professionalism, as though nothing had happened. As though she hadn't just orgasmed to thoughts of the man who'd destroyed the woman she'd interviewed.

There was something deeply disturbing about the thoroughness with which she hated herself in that moment. About how completely she could compartmentalize desire from conscience, as if the two existed in entirely separate chambers of her being.

She picked up her pen. Returned to her transcription.

Only when she finished the last notation did she glance up—and realize the burgundy scarf was gone.


Chapter five
The Wife


When Catherine had told her husband about the bartender, James had demanded full details, full transparency, radical honesty. He'd used those exact words— radical honesty—as though giving her infidelity a therapeutic label might somehow absolve him of his own.

She'd started slowly. Described the bar, the bourbon, the way her hands had shaken so badly she'd spilled it on her scarf. James had nodded along, patient and attentive in that professorial way he had, as though she were a student presenting findings rather than his wife confessing adultery.

"And then?" he'd prompted.

Catherine had watched something shift in his expression when she'd described Marcus's height, his build. James had settled deeper into his leather chair, legs spreading slightly. His hand had drifted to his lap before she'd even mentioned the hotel room.

"He listened to me talk for three hours," she'd said. "Never once checked his phone. Never looked away."

James's fingers had traced the outline of his cock through his trousers. The gesture made her stomach turn.

"What happened after the bar closed?"

His voice carried that same detached curiosity he brought to faculty meetings. Clinical. Removed. As though her pain and pleasure existed solely as data points in whatever psychological framework he'd constructed to justify his guilt.

Catherine had hesitated, studying her husband's face for jealousy, anger, hurt—anything remotely human. She'd found only that terrible, hollow fascination.

"I asked him to come to the room."

"And he agreed?" James's hand pressed firmer against himself.

"Yes."

"What did you do first?"

The crude eagerness in his tone scraped against her nerves. This wasn't the voice of a husband confronting his wife's infidelity. This was something else entirely. Something that made her feel simultaneously powerful and sick.

"I kissed him." Catherine's voice steadied as she spoke, finding strength in the memory. "Desperately. Like I was drowning."

James had unbuttoned his trousers then. Drew himself out and began stroking himself.

"What did he do?"

"He slowed me down." Heat crept up Catherine's neck as she remembered Marcus's hands, how he'd gentled her frantic movements. "Undressed me carefully. Like I was something precious."

"And then?"

"He went down on me."

The wet sound of her husband's fist working his cock filled the bedroom. Catherine watched him through the dim lamplight, torn between satisfaction at his arousal and disgust at what it represented.

"For how long?"

"I don't know." Her thighs pressed together involuntarily. "Ten minutes? Longer? He didn't stop until I—"

"Until you what?"

"Until I came." The words emerged sharp and clear.

James's breathing hitched. His hand moved faster, abandoning any pretense of restraint. Catherine felt wetness bloom between her legs—not from watching her husband, but from remembering Marcus's mouth.

"Then what happened?"

"He undressed." She paused, letting the silence stretch. "I touched him."

"His cock?"

The vulgarity sounded wrong in James's academic monotone. He wasn't asking because he cared. He was masturbating to her confession, turning her emotional devastation into pornography he could consume.

"Yes."

"How big?" The question came out strangled.

Catherine met her husband's eyes. Watched him stroke himself with increasing desperation. Found she didn't care about his feelings anymore.

"Much bigger than you." She let the comparison land. "I could barely fit my hand around it."

James groaned. His fist worked faster.

"I put my mouth on him," Catherine continued, her voice growing steadier with each word. "Tried to take as much as I could."

"Did you gag?"

The eagerness in his tone made her want to slap him. Instead, she slipped her own hand beneath her skirt, fingers finding the wetness that had nothing to do with James and everything to do with Marcus's memory.

"Yes." She circled her clit slowly. "Once or twice. He'd pull back when I did, let me recover, then slide back in."

"Did you like it?"

Catherine's fingers pressed harder. "I loved it. I didn't know my body could feel like that. I didn't know what I'd been missing until he showed me."

James's breath came in short gasps now. The wet rhythm of his hand filled the space between them.

"What else?"

"He fucked me." She used the word deliberately, watching it hit him. "Put me on my back and entered me slowly, looking into my eyes the entire time."

Her own pleasure built as she spoke, fueled by memory and spite in equal measure. She remembered Marcus stretching her, filling her, how she'd gasped his name like a prayer.

"How did it feel?" James's voice cracked.

"Better than you." The honesty tasted like freedom. "So much better than you."

His rhythm didn't falter. If anything, her cruelty seemed to excite him more. Catherine worked herself faster, chasing release, no longer performing for her husband but indulging in her own satisfaction.

"He was only the second man I'd ever kissed," she said, each word deliberate. "The second man who'd ever been inside me."

"Did you have another orgasm?" he asked.

Catherine laughed—bitter and sharp. "Oh, sweetheart, that was only the beginning."

Her fingers moved with purpose now, circling and pressing as Marcus had taught her body to crave.

"He made me cum three times that night." She paused, savoring her husband's strangled groan. "I screamed his name each time. Marcus. Over and over. And I didn't think of you even once."

James grunted, cumming across his fist in weak pulses. Catherine shuddered through her own climax moments later, eyes closed, Marcus's face clear in her mind—that moment when he'd looked at her with genuine desire, seeing her as a woman rather than an obligation.

They came separately, alone together, the chasm between them unchanged by confession or release.

Neither spoke.

James cleaned himself with a tissue from the nightstand, efficient and clinical. Tucked himself back into his trousers and returned to his office as though nothing had happened.

Catherine lay in their bed, hand still beneath her nightgown, and wondered how she'd ever loved him.
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The parking lot stretched gray and empty before Catherine, concrete still slick from morning rain. Through her windshield, the psychology building looked like every other brick structure on campus—unremarkable, institutional, forgettable.

She'd just fled from Anna's office, mascara probably streaked down her face, feeling cracked open and exposed.

The interview had started, oddly enough, with Anna sitting behind her desk with Catherine's burgundy scarf around her neck. The one Catherine had accidentally left behind in that hotel room. The one she'd ruined with bourbon. Catherine had stared at it, distracted by the coincidence, by the memory of that silk against her throat while a stranger's hands undressed her.

Then Anna's questions had grown sharper, more precise. Clinical inquiries that somehow stripped away every defense Catherine had constructed over six months of pretending she was fine.

"When your husband opened the marriage," Anna had asked, pen poised over her notes, "did he ask what you wanted?"

The question shouldn't have broken her. It was simple, academic, part of the research protocol. But something in Anna's dark eyes—intelligent, unflinching, seeing everything Catherine tried to hide—had undone her completely.

Catherine had cried. Not delicate tears but ugly, gasping sobs that shook her shoulders and left her makeup running. Anna had passed her tissues without comment, those knowing eyes never leaving Catherine's face, watching her fracture with what looked almost like recognition.

Like she already knew the answers.

Now Catherine sat in her car, trembling, and pulled out her phone.

James answered on the second ring. "Hello?"

"We need to talk tonight." Her voice came out steadier than she felt.

"Why?"

"Because a twenty-something-year-old girl just made me feel more seen than you have in years, and I need to decide if this marriage is worth saving."

Silence stretched across the line. Catherine heard him breathing, heard the rustle of papers—probably grading, always grading.

"We'll talk tonight," he finally said.
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When James arrived that evening, Catherine was waiting in their bedroom. She'd showered, scrubbed away the day's makeup and tears, but left herself naked beneath the silk robe she now let fall to the floor.

She didn't want tenderness. Didn't want his careful academic distance or his guilt-soaked consideration. She wanted to see if anything remained between them worth preserving. If he could make her feel even remotely like Marcus had.

James stood in the doorway, briefcase still in hand, eyes widening at the sight of her.

Catherine crossed the room and pushed him against the wall, kissing him with a fury he was clearly not ready for. He tasted like coffee and the peppermints he sucked on during faculty meetings. He tasted familiar. Safe. Completely insufficient.

"Catherine—"

"Don't talk."

She yanked at his belt, fingers clumsy with determination. The buckle gave way. Zipper next. His cock was half-hard against her palm as she freed him from his trousers.

She dropped to her knees on their bedroom carpet—the same carpet where she'd knelt to pick up his scattered papers a thousand times, playing the supportive wife. Now she took him into her mouth just long enough to feel him swell fully, her tongue working him with newfound skill.

James groaned above her. She pulled off and stood, shoving him hard. He stumbled backward, landing on the floor beside their bed with a grunt of surprise.

Catherine straddled him without ceremony, sinking onto his cock, not interested in his permission. She was wet—not from him, but from finally taking control, from the power of making him react rather than endure his careful politeness.

"Jesus—"

"I said, don't talk."

She felt his cock throb and braced her hands against his chest and moved. Ground her hips in rough circles, chasing friction rather than intimacy. His fingers reached for her hips—that automatic gesture of connection—but she knocked them away.

This wasn't for him.

This was to see if she could still feel anything when he was inside her. To test whether the marriage James had broken could be repaired, or if Anna's questions had simply revealed what Catherine already knew.

Did he ask what you wanted?

No. He'd declared their marriage open and booked her a hotel room as if it were a business transaction. Sent her to fuck strangers to absolve his guilt over the affair he'd never properly confessed. The teaching assistant he'd never named. The woman who'd made him realize he wanted things Catherine couldn't give him.

She closed her eyes and saw Anna's face. Those dark, knowing eyes watching Catherine cry. Saw Marcus looking at her in the hotel room mirror, his hands gentle on her hips. Saw the barista's eager expression as he'd pulled her into the coffee shop bathroom.

Marcus was too young for her. Twenty-five at most, half her age. It had been one perfect night—exactly what she'd needed—but nothing more. The barista had been even younger and enthusiastic but ultimately forgettable. Neither were possibilities beyond their brief encounters.

But they'd shown her what she'd been missing. What she deserved.

She wanted more. Wanted to experience as many bodies as she could, learn what made each one unique. Maybe a woman or two—Anna's face flickered through her mind again, those lips forming careful questions. Eventually, she'd find someone who looked at her like Marcus had. Someone who saw her as a woman, who desired her without obligation or guilt.

James groaned beneath her, his rhythm faltering. She felt him pulse inside her, heard him call out her name in that familiar cadence she'd heard a thousand times before.

Catherine ground down harder, fingers finding her clit. She thought of Marcus's patient hands, of the barista's eager cock, of Anna's pouty lips. She came in waves that had nothing to do with her husband and everything to do with the future she was finally allowing herself to imagine.

She climaxed, saying no one's name.

Catherine rolled off James and lay on the carpet beside him, chest heaving. Their breathing filled the silence between them—two people who'd just shared the most intense sex of their marriage, and both knew it meant nothing.

It was over. What they had was dead.

She'd known it for months, maybe longer. The realization didn't hurt the way she'd expected. Just settled over her like fact, like weather, like something she'd been avoiding looking at directly until Anna's questions had forced her to see.

James would let her find a lawyer and file the papers. He wouldn't stand in her way—guilt would ensure his cooperation, if nothing else.

Catherine turned her head and saw the burgundy scarf hanging from her closet door, the bourbon stain visible even in the dim bedroom light. She'd taken it from Anna's office while the researcher was distracted, slipping it into her purse like a thief.

The silk called to her. Reminded her of Marcus's hands unknotting it from her throat. Of possibilities she hadn't let herself imagine until a stranger had made her come three times in one night.

She would return it to Anna on Thursday and apologize for taking it.

Maybe even see if she wanted coffee.


Chapter six
The Husband


James knew Catherine had been participating in a psychology study on non-monogamy at another university. And when she'd called him after an upsetting interview, asking if their marriage was worth saving, he hadn't expected to be fucked hard on their bedroom floor.

James lay on the carpet, Catherine's heat still clinging to his skin, and knew his marriage had finally ended. Not with shouting or tears, but with her silence as she'd ridden him, her body present while her mind wandered to other men, other hands, other mouths.

He'd created this whole mess by cheating on Catherine, and he'd carried that knowledge like a stone in his chest for months. He'd told himself that opening their marriage was penance. Told himself that she deserved intimacy and pleasure he could no longer give her.

But the truth sat heavier: he'd wanted permission to keep searching for Ananya.

When Catherine had told him about her night with the bartender, he hadn't been able to hide his arousal. He'd sat across from her, his hand working his cock as she described the stranger's mouth on her breasts, his thick cock filling her. The words should have shamed him—this man touching his wife, making her orgasm three times in ways James no longer could.

Instead, his pulse had quickened. His hand had moved faster against his shaft while Catherine watched with something like disgust, which had excited him even more.

"Did he give you an orgasm?" he'd asked.

"Yes. Three times."

The number had hit him like a fist. Three. He'd come into his palm moments later, shame twisting in his gut as he cleaned himself with a tissue and returned to his office as if nothing had happened.

He'd never told Catherine his affair had been with his teaching assistant. Never told her it had been about dominance and submission more than sex. Never told her about Ananya Sharma, the psychology student who'd recognized something in him that Catherine never had—that he never had.

He thought back to the time Ananya had locked his office door after office hours. No preamble. No seduction. She'd sat on the edge of his desk and slipped off her heels.

"On your knees."

The command had frozen him. James's throat had gone dry at how bold she had been.

"Ananya, what are you—"

"I said kneel, Professor."

His legs had folded beneath him, the institutional carpet pressing into his kneecaps. The humiliation of the position sent heat flooding through his groin. She lifted one bare foot, toes pointed toward his face.

"Lick."

"What?"

"You heard me, Professor." Her voice carried steel beneath its smoothness. "Start with my toes."

His heart hammered against his ribs. This brilliant student who asked the sharpest questions in his seminars, who challenged him in ways that made him feel alive for the first time in years—she knew exactly what he wanted. What he needed.

He'd leaned forward, tongue touching the pad of her big toe, tasting salt and his own degradation. She'd let out a soft sound above him, and when he glanced up, her hand had disappeared beneath her skirt.

"Don't stop," she breathed. "And don't look at me. Eyes down."

He obeyed, working his tongue along each toe while she touched herself. The wet sounds of her fingers against her pussy filled his office, obscene and perfect.

"Such a good professor," she murmured. "So smart. So accomplished. And here you are, licking my feet like a dog."

The words had broken something in him. He hadn't known it, but he'd been yearning for someone to see through his carefully constructed authority, to strip away the pretense and find what hid beneath.

Her breathing grew ragged above him. He focused on her ankle, the delicate bone beneath his lips, while her fingers worked faster between her thighs. The scent of her arousal reached him, sharp and intoxicating.

Her climax came with a sharp gasp, and in that same moment, her other foot snapped up between his legs. The sudden impact against his balls sent white-hot pain spiking through him, agony and pleasure colliding. He doubled over, forehead nearly touching the carpet, and came without a single touch to his cock—just that brutal kick and the humiliation of kneeling beneath his student.

His seed had spilled onto the institutional carpet in thick pulses while he gasped against the floor, trembling.

Above him, Ananya's breath steadied. She rose, smoothing her skirt.

"Look at the mess you made, Professor. Clean it up with your tongue. See you in class tomorrow."

She'd left him there, cum drying on the carpet, feeling so small. So utterly pathetic.

But also more alive than he'd felt in decades.

Their encounters had escalated. She'd bent him over his desk one afternoon, her fingers working into him from behind while she whispered filth against his ear. The stretch, the burn, the forbidden nature of it.

"You dirty little slut," she'd said.

Then she'd vanished.

Changed universities. Maybe changed her name. Disappeared so thoroughly that when he'd searched, he couldn't find an Ananya Sharma anywhere. He'd told himself she was torturing him, making him work for it.

But now, lying on his bedroom carpet while Catherine dressed in silence, James understood the truth.

She'd run from him.
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The strangest part was that, lying there on the floor, watching Catherine step over him and disappear into the bathroom, James realized this was the best sex they'd had in years. Perhaps ever.

Because she'd dominated him. Taken complete control. Used him for her pleasure with no concern for his needs.

And he'd loved every second of it.

The realization settled over him like ash. If only he'd known earlier what she was capable of—if only he'd been brave enough to ask for what he truly wanted—perhaps they could have saved their marriage. Perhaps he wouldn't have needed Ananya at all.

But he knew it was too late.

James pushed himself off the floor, muscles protesting the movement. Water ran behind the closed bathroom door. He pulled on his boxer briefs and slacks. His shirt came next, the buttons not lining up on his first attempt.

His phone buzzed on the nightstand. A student emailing about office hours, asking if she could come in early on Tuesday to discuss her thesis outline. He typed out a quick response. At least he could still do his job properly, if nothing else.

The bathroom door opened. Steam billowed out like smoke from a fire. Catherine emerged wrapped in a towel, hair dripping onto bare shoulders, skin flushed from the heat.

"I want you to sleep in the guest room tonight."

Not a question. Not a request.

James nodded. "Fine."

She walked past him to the closet, leaving wet footprints on the carpet. The closet door slid open. She pulled out her nightgown.

"Catherine—"

"Don't."

The single word sliced through whatever idea he'd been forming. He closed his mouth.

"I'll get my things."

James gathered his razor and toothbrush from the bathroom counter, the porcelain damp from the steam.

Catherine appeared in the doorway. "That researcher I mentioned before? The one conducting the study on non-monogamy?" She worked the towel through her hair. "She asks these questions that get right underneath your skin. Makes you examine things you'd rather leave buried."

James's hand stilled on his electric toothbrush.

"She watches you like she already knows the answers," Catherine continued, her reflection visible in the mirror. "It's unnerving. Almost like she's studying me rather than interviewing me."

"What's her name?"

"Anna." She paused. "Which is kind of an odd name, since she's Indian."

James gripped the edge of the sink.

"Describe her?"

"Dark eyes. Mid-twenties. Pretty." Catherine dropped the towel into the hamper. "She has this way of tilting her head when she's listening that makes you want to confess everything."

"Why?"

"Just curious if I knew her."

"Do you?"

"No, she doesn't sound familiar."

Ananya had changed her name to Anna.

She'd been across town all along, interviewing Catherine about their broken marriage, studying the wreckage he'd created.

She wanted him to find her. Had to. Why else stay so close? She could have finished her studies at any university in the country—California, New York, any number of places far from him. But she'd stayed right here, in Atlanta, close enough to touch.

Close enough for him to find her.

He zipped the bag and hurried downstairs to his office, closing the door with a soft click. The leather chair creaked as he sat. His laptop came to life in the darkness, the screen's glow painting his face with light.

His hands trembled as he opened his email and typed.

I'm the husband of your interview subject, Catherine. I believe I could help with your research, Anna. Or should I say—Ananya?

The cursor blinked. He stared at the words, reading them twice, three times. Then hit send before he could reconsider.

The house settled around him—Catherine's footsteps overhead, the furnace clicking on, the grandfather clock chiming in the living room. He refreshed his inbox. Once. Twice. Twenty times.

At 10:47 p.m., his laptop dinged.

My office hours are Thursday at three.
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