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Chapter 1: Permission Granted
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Lena liked the way the lamplight turned the room into a kind of snow globe. The living room was already small, the overstuffed furniture and the throw blankets and the wall of books making it feel like the inside of a treehouse. She tucked her legs under herself on the couch and watched Mike’s profile as he watched the game. She had seen it before—both the game and the angle of his jaw when he watched it. He didn’t know she studied him, not like this. Maybe he would have been embarrassed, or maybe he would have pretended it made him proud.

She sipped from her glass. The wine was cheap and sweet, an afterthought from the grocery run. She didn’t care. It was the prop she needed, a way to keep her hands busy until she found the moment to speak.

He looked over when the announcer’s voice spiked. “You’re quiet,” he said, smiling with his lips but not his eyes.

“Just relaxing,” Lena said. She set her wine on the side table. “Thinking.”

“Dangerous,” he teased, turning down the volume. “What’s on your mind?”

She felt the shape of it, cold and smooth as a pebble on her tongue. She had planned this, but now that the moment was here she wanted to swallow it and let it sit undisturbed in her gut.

She started anyway: “Do you think it’s weird, how things are?” She gestured vaguely, at herself, at him, at the apartment.

He quirked an eyebrow, unsure what she meant. “Things are… good?” he said, only half asking.

“They are,” she agreed. And then, before she could talk herself out of it: “But I feel like you’re always just… waiting to let me have what I want. Like you’re too good sometimes.”

Mike made a show of being scandalized, pressing a hand to his chest. “Me? Good? You take that back.”

She snorted, picking at the knit of her pajama pants. “I mean it, babe. You’ve let me do… everything. Anything. And I love you for it. But, I don’t know, maybe it should go both ways.”

He looked at her properly, now, the way he did when he was being careful not to misunderstand. “Are you saying you want to go back? To… before?”

“No,” she said quickly. “God, no. Not ever.” She swallowed, nerves making her words sound brittle. “I just think maybe you should have a night, too.”

Mike went very still, not blinking for a moment. Then he ran a hand through his hair, scratching at the back of his neck—a nervous tick he always denied having. “A night,” he echoed.

She gave him a gentle smile. “It’s only fair.”

He set his glass down, the bottom thunking against the wood. “What if I don’t want to?”

“Then don’t.” She shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “I just don’t want you to ever feel like I’m the only one getting… whatever this is.”

He studied her for a long moment, and she could see the tension in his jaw, the barely perceptible flex of his hand as he worried at the hem of his shirt.

“Lena,” he said softly. “You think I’m missing out.”

She wanted to say no, that she wasn’t accusing or even suggesting, just offering. But she didn’t want to lie to him. “I think you deserve whatever you want,” she said instead.

Mike looked down at his lap, the muscles of his thigh tight beneath the old gym shorts. “I want you. I always have.”

The sweetness of it made her ache. “I know,” she said, leaning over and pressing her head against his shoulder. He rested his cheek atop her hair, smelling of salt and aftershave. “But what if you wanted something else, just for a little while? Would you tell me?”

He made a humming sound, not quite yes or no. “Would you want to know?”

She laughed, the sound muffled against his shirt. “Of course. It would drive me crazy, not knowing.”

He touched her hand, finding her fingers and threading them through his. “What if it did?” he asked. “Drive you crazy.”

She looked up at him, her heart thumping stupidly. “Then you’d have to show me,” she said, soft and slow. “So I know what I’m up against.”

Mike’s smile was smaller this time, less of a mask. “Maybe I should keep you guessing,” he said, squeezing her fingers.

They sat like that for a few minutes, the white noise of the TV and the gentle pulse of the city through the windows making the silence almost comfortable.

When the credits rolled, Lena stretched, arms reaching overhead and shirt riding up to expose a sliver of her belly. Mike’s eyes flicked there, then away. Not because he didn’t want to look, but because it was almost too much, too easy. She felt powerful, then—a little goddess of the domestic, the ordinary, the everyday.

“Bed?” she asked, even though it was barely past ten.

He nodded, rubbing at his eyes. “Yeah. Long week.”

She rose first, stretching a hand toward him. He took it, letting himself be pulled to his feet. She led him down the hall, past the stacks of laundry and the closed doors, into their bedroom.

It was darker here, the only light coming from the hallway. Lena sat on the edge of the bed, patting the mattress beside her. When Mike sat, she reached for the hem of his shirt, lifting it over his head in one smooth motion. She liked the way his skin looked in shadow, all soft lines and hard edges.

She kissed his shoulder, working her way up his neck to his ear. “Still thinking?” she murmured.

He pulled her into his lap, arms wrapping around her waist. “A little.”

“About what?”

He shrugged, mouth brushing her collarbone. “About what it would be like. If the roles were reversed.”

“Would you want that?” she asked, running her fingers along his spine.

He didn’t answer right away. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “It’s different, I guess. For you it’s… I don’t know, like flying. For me, it’d be something else.”

She nuzzled his cheek, feeling his stubble scrape her skin. “You could try it. Just once. For science.”

He laughed, low in his chest. “You and your experiments.”

She grinned, then turned serious. “I mean it. You’d tell me, right?”

He kissed her, long and deep. “Always,” he said against her lips.

They undressed each other slowly, taking care not to rush. Lena loved this part—how familiar it was, but also how every time felt a little new. She climbed into his lap, straddling him, the length of his body hard against hers. He touched her face, tracing her cheekbones with his thumbs, memorizing her all over again.

They fucked in the center of the bed, hands and mouths greedy but not rough. It was a slow hunger, a kind of worship. Lena kept her eyes open, watching his face as he pressed into her, the way he let himself get lost in it. She whispered to him, telling him he was good, he was enough, he was everything. He answered with his body, with the way he held her afterward, not letting go even when his breathing slowed.

Later, when they lay tangled in the sheets, Lena felt peaceful. Her nerves had quieted, the tightness in her chest replaced with something warmer, heavier. She pressed her ear to his chest and listened to the thump of his heart.

“Still thinking?” she asked, barely above a whisper.

He ran a hand through her hair, fingers gentle. “Yeah,” he said.

She closed her eyes, content to drift on the sound of him. “Good,” she said. “Me too.”

He waited until she was asleep before he let himself turn her words over and over. Mike wasn’t jealous—not really. He understood Lena, the way her mind worked, the way her needs were knotted up in honesty and hunger and the craving to be seen. He loved that about her. He had never wanted to take that away.

But now the idea had a shape, a weight. A night. The freedom to do what she had done. Not as retribution, but as something else—an experiment, maybe, or an answer to a question he hadn’t realized he’d been asking.

He stared at the ceiling, arm curled around her, the chill of the night seeping in under the window. He didn’t need it. He knew that. But now that it was there, the possibility felt less like a threat and more like a seed.

Mike smiled, faint and private, and kissed the top of her head.

“Always,” he said again, quietly.

He filed the thought away for later, and let himself drift, wrapped in the tangle of her limbs and the promise of whatever came next.


Chapter 2: Ellie Drops In
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Mike had always thought of himself as a man with a routine. He liked knowing what the evening held—a baseball game, a reheated bowl of chili, maybe Lena’s bare feet brushing his calf as they bickered over the best streaming service. It was simple. Even Lena’s little flights of chaos could be predicted, if you looked for the pattern.

Tonight the pattern had been upended and replaced with an empty apartment, the hum of rain against the windows, and a whole evening of sanctioned freedom he hadn’t asked for. He sat cross-legged on the sofa with his laptop open and a glass of Pinot resting in the crease of his thigh. The TV was on, muted, some pundit waving charts behind a garish green ticker. He clicked from one browser tab to another, unable to land on anything that stuck.

The silence in the apartment wasn’t absolute. The dishwasher grumbled in the background, and the old radiators ticked and sighed like a tired man stretching his joints. But the place felt larger with Lena out, as if her absence removed not just the person but the gravitational force that held their possessions, their life, in orbit. He glanced at the shelf above the TV—a triptych of photos from their wedding. Lena in a white sheath dress, her hair tumbled over one shoulder, eyes narrowed in a smirk that was more challenge than invitation. Mike’s own smile, broad and credulous, like he’d won a contest and was still waiting for the rules to change.

A fresh sheet of rain slapped the windows, the suddenness of it making him flinch. It reminded him of thunder nights as a kid, when the power would blink out and his mother would light candles and tell him stories about storms in her village. He closed his laptop, set the glass on the side table, and let his eyes drift across the room. The furniture was all muted grays and dark wood, battered but comfortable—a masculine shell, softened by the chaos of Lena’s reading habit. Books were stacked on every surface, some in neat rows, most in little leaning towers. There was a mug on the coffee table, a lipstick print half-faded on the rim.

He stretched his arms behind his head and tried to imagine what Lena was doing at that moment. Maybe Ethan was mixing her a drink, shaking the cocktail shaker with a flourish, hoping to impress her. Or maybe they were already kissing, or more. Mike didn’t mind thinking about it, not the way other men might. He’d learned to compartmentalize; Lena’s pleasure was not a zero-sum game. But sometimes, alone like this, he wondered what was left for him.

The doorbell rang.

Mike straightened, pulse jumping in his throat. The sound was so out of place, so unlike their usual routine, that for a split second he thought he’d imagined it. He stood, padded barefoot to the entry, and checked the peephole. The fish-eye view was warped by the hallway light, but the unmistakable blur of curly blonde hair and an armload of canvas tote bags told him who it was.

He opened the door. Ellie stood there, drenched to the bone, her tight jeans dark with rain and her blouse clinging to her arms like a second skin. Her hair—normally a lion’s mane of artful chaos—was plastered in thick ringlets to her forehead. She looked up, and for a moment Mike couldn’t read her expression.

“Hey,” she said, with the air of someone who hadn’t just braved a tropical monsoon to show up unannounced. “Is this a bad time?”

He blinked, stepping aside. “No, uh, come in. You’re soaked.”

“Yeah, thanks.” She half-shuffled over the threshold, nearly tripping on her own boots. “I caught the 17 bus, then the sidewalk did its best to kill me.”

Mike gestured for her to dump the bags near the door, and Ellie peeled out of her rain jacket and shook her arms like a dog. Little drops spattered the entry tile. She smelled faintly of expensive shampoo and something sweet, like coconut. He remembered Lena saying once that Ellie used “vacation scents” as a way to cope with seasonal depression.

“I didn’t know you were coming over,” Mike said, and regretted it instantly—he sounded like a gatekeeper to a very exclusive, very lonely club.

Ellie shrugged, hugging herself. “I texted Lena. She said she’s out with—” she paused, her gaze flitting over Mike’s shoulder as if searching for Ethan in the gloom “—her friend. I figured you might need rescue.”

He grinned, heat rising in his ears. “From what?”

Ellie’s eyes sparkled. “From yourself, probably.” She eyed the glass on the side table. “Or from drinking alone, which is sadder.”

He considered deflecting with a joke, but instead picked up the Pinot and handed it to her. “Here, get started. I’ll find you a towel.”

She sipped, then made a face of mock offense. “You’re not even going to offer me a glass?”

Mike went to the kitchen, rifled a towel from the drawer, and grabbed a second glass from the drying rack. “You never struck me as the delicate type,” he called over his shoulder.

Ellie padded behind him, her bare feet leaving little wet footprints on the wood floor. She took the towel, rubbing her hair vigorously before draping it around her shoulders like a cape. “How’s your night off going?” she asked, plopping herself onto a barstool and spinning it with a small push.

He poured her a fresh glass and slid it over. “You heard about that, huh.”

“Of course.” She grinned. “Lena’s got a big mouth. Plus she said you’d probably be moping around.”

Mike made a face, leaning his elbows on the counter. “I’m not moping.”

“Sure.” She nudged the glass with her finger, turning it in slow circles. “What are you doing, then?”

He considered lying, but it was too much effort. “Thinking. Drinking. Watching TV with the sound off.”

Ellie sipped, watching him with the slight tilt of her head that meant she was parsing every word for subtext. “You okay?”

Mike shrugged. “Shouldn’t I be? She gets her night, I get mine.”

She nodded, but didn’t seem convinced. The silence stretched. Mike took in the sight of her—clothes clinging, cheeks flushed from the rain, the exaggerated confidence in her posture. He couldn’t tell if she was here to check on him, or if she was just bored, or if Lena had engineered this as part of her ongoing experiment.

He decided it didn’t matter. “You want to change into something dry?” he asked. “Lena’s got about eight million pairs of sweatpants.”

Ellie brightened, her teeth flashing white. “You know me too well.”

He fetched a pair from the laundry pile and left her to the bathroom. When she re-emerged, Ellie looked less like a wayward hurricane victim and more like herself—her hair still a little wild, her legs swallowed by the cuffs of Lena’s pants, the waistband rolled over three times to stay up. She’d kept her blouse, which was now half-untucked and drying in spots. Mike pretended not to notice that her bra was visible through the damp fabric.

“Better?” he asked.

She stretched, arms above her head. “God, yes. Your place is like a sauna compared to my building.”

They returned to the living room. Ellie immediately claimed the corner of the sectional, curling into it with her glass of wine and a satisfied sigh. Mike sat on the opposite end, stretching his legs out and propping them on the ottoman.

“So,” Ellie said, picking at a thread on her sleeve, “what’s the plan? You gonna wallow, or do we make a night of it?”

He laughed. “What’s making a night of it look like? I don’t think I have the energy for an all-out bender.”

She waggled her eyebrows. “We could play a drinking game. Or talk shit about Lena’s playlist.” She eyed his phone on the coffee table. “Or I could read you your own text messages from 2016.”

Mike groaned. “You are a terror.”

She grinned, pleased. “Only because you make it so easy.”

They settled on watching old reality shows with the sound on this time, volume low enough that they could narrate over the contestants’ drama. Ellie was sharp and relentless, providing running commentary that made Mike laugh harder than he had in weeks. At some point, she commandeered the throw blanket and tucked her feet under his thigh. It felt normal, the kind of physical intimacy that old friends fell into without thinking. But there was an edge to it, something sharpened by the memory of Lena’s invitation and the knowledge that this night was unclaimed, undefined.

After the second glass of wine, Mike felt the lines between boredom and anticipation begin to blur. Ellie’s leg pressed against his; her perfume, released by the warmth of the room, was sweet and heavy. She was telling a story about Lena’s college-era taste in men—“a reverse evolution, from douchebag to dork, with a brief detour through the land of failed musicians”—when she caught him staring.

“What?” she said, laughing, but softer.

He shook his head. “Nothing. You’re just—you’re good at this.”

Ellie’s smile softened, the bravado melting away. “At what?”

He wanted to say: At making me forget she’s gone. At making me wonder what you’re really here for.

“Keeping me company,” he said.

She shrugged, looked down. “I know what it’s like to be the one left behind.”

They let the show drone on for a few minutes, both lost in their own thoughts. Mike topped off their glasses, the bottle almost empty now. Rain still beat against the windows, quieter but steady.

Ellie shifted, pulling the blanket up to her chin. “You think she’s having fun?”

He nodded, though he wasn’t sure. “She always does.”

Ellie smiled, but it was tinged with something like envy. “Good for her,” she said, voice low.

They sat like that for a while, the comfort of the moment taking over the awkwardness that had preceded it. Mike was surprised at how easy it was, and how hard it was not to think about what might happen next.

Mike could feel the pulse of possibility in the space between them. It made his fingers twitch, his heart race. He didn’t know what to do with it, or if he should do anything at all.

Ellie broke the spell. “Hey,” she said, turning to face him.

He looked down. Her eyes were so blue it hurt. She reached up, brushed a lock of hair from his forehead, and let her hand linger on his cheek.

“I always wondered,” she said, her voice a whisper.

He swallowed. “About what?”

She smiled, sad and sweet. “If it would ever be like this.”

He didn’t have time to answer before she kissed him.

It was not the earth-shattering, world-upending kind of kiss he’d always imagined. It was softer, almost tentative, as if she was testing the water for both of them. Her lips were warm, insistent, but when she pulled back, her eyes searched his face for panic, for regret.

He exhaled, shuddering a little. “We shouldn’t,” he said, but his voice had no conviction.

Ellie’s smile was brighter now, all mischief and challenge. “Is that a rule, or just something you say when you want to be convinced?”

He laughed, because what else could he do? She kissed him again, harder this time, and he felt the years of friendship, of silent wanting, collapse into a moment of pure need.

He ran his hands through her hair, the curls catching between his fingers. She tasted like coffee and wine and something he couldn’t name. When she climbed onto his lap, straddling him, he let her guide the pace—her hands at his jaw, his shoulders, pressing him back into the couch.

She unbuttoned his shirt slowly, her fingers trembling only a little. He watched her, memorizing the way her face flushed, the way she bit her lower lip when she focused. She peeled the shirt off his shoulders, then traced her nails down his chest, leaving little red tracks in her wake.

He reached for her, letting his hands roam over her back, the ridge of her spine, the warm dip of her waist. Her blouse had dried, but it was thin enough that he could feel the heat of her skin underneath. He hooked a finger in the neckline, tugged it gently until she nodded. Then he pulled it up and over her head, tossing it onto the growing pile of discarded clothes.

Ellie was beautiful in a way that defied symmetry. Her eyes were too big, her mouth too wide, her collarbones sharp as parentheses. He kissed her there, and she shivered, grinding her hips into his. He groaned, low and helpless, and she laughed, delighted.

She leaned back, giving him a full view. The pale blue of her bra contrasted with her skin, the curve of her breasts rising and falling with each breath. He reached behind her, unclasped it with a practiced flick, and let it slip down her arms. She shrugged, tossing it aside.

“You’ve done this before,” she teased.

“Not with you,” he replied, and it sounded too serious for the moment.

She softened, cupped his face in her hands, and kissed him again. This time there was no hesitancy. Her body pressed into his, every inch of her molded to him. He let his hands wander—her hips, her thighs, the soft inside of her knee.

She fumbled with his waistband, laughing when it caught on the drawstring. “Nice pants,” she said, winking.

He rolled his eyes.

Ellie snorted. “You’d look hot in anything.”

He let the compliment hang, not sure what to do with it. Instead, he focused on peeling off her borrowed sweatpants, revealing the bright purple panties underneath. She looked down, blushed, then laughed.

“Laundry day,” she explained.

He didn’t care. She was radiant.

They took their time. For all the urgency in their kisses, neither seemed willing to rush the moment. Mike memorized every inch of her—her freckles, the way her thighs quivered when he kissed her stomach, the sound she made when he dragged his tongue along her ribs. Ellie explored him with equal reverence, her hands greedy but gentle.

When they finally came together, it was with a sigh of relief, like a puzzle finally fitting into place. She rode him slowly, her hands tangled in his hair, her head thrown back. He held her hips, guiding her, matching her rhythm. The rest of the world fell away. There was only the heat, the slick slide of skin, the sound of their breathing in the quiet apartment.

He came first, the pleasure overwhelming, his hands gripping her so tight he was afraid he’d bruise. Ellie followed a moment later, her body tensing, then melting against him. She buried her face in his neck and let out a laugh, muffled and breathless.

They collapsed onto the couch, limbs tangled, sweat cooling in the dim light.

For a long time, neither spoke. Mike stared at the ceiling, heart pounding, trying to understand what had just happened. Ellie traced lazy circles on his chest, her breath tickling his skin.

Eventually she looked up at him, her eyes soft.

“Still overthinking?” she whispered.

He nodded, unable to speak.

She kissed his chin, then his lips. “Me too.”

They lay there, the weight of what they’d done settling over them. It should have felt wrong, or at least strange, but all Mike felt was a kind of relief, a pressure he hadn’t known was there now gone.

Ellie pulled the blanket over them, curling into his side. She didn’t say anything more, and neither did he.

They listened to the rain as it started up again, and for the first time in a long time, Mike felt the apartment was exactly the right size.

#

The first thing Mike noticed was the smell of rain and sweat, layered so thick it clung to the curtains. The next was the ache in his hip, a dull echo of the way he and Ellie had folded themselves together on the couch and refused to move. He woke to the stutter of car horns and the faint buzz of his phone, a thousand silent messages he wasn’t ready to read.

Ellie’s arm was draped over his chest, her breathing steady and deep, lips parted just enough to show the edge of a smile. For a moment, Mike watched her sleep. In the soft dawn her skin looked luminous, almost fragile. It made him want to run, or to touch her, or to wake her up and beg her not to be anyone but herself.

But he didn’t move. He watched the ceiling, following the cracks and water stains like a road map to nowhere. Every inch of his body buzzed with memory—her hands, her mouth, the way she’d said his name in the dark. He couldn’t decide if it was the best or worst thing that had ever happened to him.

Ellie stirred, eyelids flickering as she rolled to her side. The blanket slipped down, exposing her shoulder and the fading red marks his stubble had left on her skin. She caught him staring, and for a heartbeat neither spoke.

She pulled the blanket up, suddenly shy. “Morning,” she said, voice still thick with sleep.

He cleared his throat. “Hey.”

The silence reassembled itself, heavier than before. It filled every gap between the empty wine glasses on the coffee table, the shirts and sweatpants strewn across the rug, the bright city outside trying to seep in through the slatted blinds.

Ellie sat up, blanket clutched to her chest. Her hair was a mess—one side flattened, the other wild and springing in all directions. She searched the room, her eyes darting over the evidence of the night, then back to him.

She opened her mouth, closed it, then tried again. “This changes things, doesn’t it?”

He didn’t answer right away. He wanted to tell her that it didn’t, that they were two adults who made a grown-up mistake, that Lena would understand. But none of those things felt true.

He ran his fingers through his hair, staring at the coffee table. “I don’t know what to say,” he said, and hated himself for the cliché.

Ellie pulled her knees to her chin, chin resting on the blanket. “It’s okay. You don’t have to.”

He watched the play of city light on the far wall, the pale stripes moving with the slow crawl of morning traffic. He wondered if Lena was still asleep, or if she’d already guessed, somehow, what had happened.

He looked at Ellie, really looked. There was none of the cocky bravado from last night, no teasing smile. She looked vulnerable, almost hollowed out.

He reached for her hand, found it under the blanket, squeezed it gently.

“I don’t regret it,” he said. It was the only truth he could find. “But I don’t know how to not feel guilty.”

Ellie nodded, her thumb rubbing circles into his wrist. “We’ll figure it out.”

He tried to smile, but it didn’t quite stick. The urge to laugh was there, but so was something darker—a sense that the world had tilted, and nothing would be quite the same.

They sat in silence for a long time. At some point, Ellie reached for her shirt, slipping it on under the blanket. Mike stood, tugging his sweatpants back up, awkward and exposed.

He poured two glasses of water, brought one to her, and they drank side by side, not quite touching, not quite separate.

Outside, the city pulsed on, indifferent to the little dramas of its inhabitants.

Ellie finished her water and set the glass down with a soft thunk. She looked at him, her gaze clearer now.

“Lena’s going to know,” she said.

He nodded. “Yeah. She will.”

Ellie smiled, and it was sad but not defeated. “Better she hears it from us.”

He almost smiled back. “Yeah.”

They gathered their things in silence, the easy comfort of the previous night replaced by a careful choreography, each movement precise and controlled. Ellie found her phone, checked the time, and sighed.

“I should go,” she said.

He wanted to ask her to stay, but he didn’t. Instead, he opened the door, letting the morning air rush in. The rain had stopped, but the world still smelled clean and new.

She paused in the hallway, looking back at him. For a second, Mike thought she would say something profound, or at least clever, but she just smiled—a real one this time.

“See you soon?” she asked.

He nodded, because the other option was unthinkable.

She left, her footsteps echoing in the stairwell.

Mike closed the door, leaned his forehead against it, and let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding.

The apartment was quiet again. But the silence was different now, not empty but waiting.

He looked around—at the tossed blankets, the wine-stained glasses, the space where Ellie had been—and wondered what would happen next.

He didn’t have the answer. But for the first time in a long time, he was willing to wait and see.


Chapter 3: Coming Clean
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Lena woke at five-thirty, an hour before her alarm, still tangled in the sheets and the half-life of a dream she could not entirely remember. The room was dark and close, thick with the hush that settled just before sunrise, and for a long minute she lay there, running her tongue over the memories of the night before. The apartment was quiet. She could tell by the way the silence pressed at her eardrums that Mike hadn’t slept, or if he had, it was the kind of light, nervous doze that could be broken by a feather dropped on the hardwood. There was no breakfast smell, no hiss of coffee from the kitchen, just the muffled growl of a city that was only now beginning to twitch and shake itself awake.

She slid out of bed and padded barefoot down the hallway, arms wrapped around herself like a tourist in her own life. The shower was running. Through the thin bathroom door she heard Mike’s voice—low, muttering, maybe singing, though he never admitted to that even when caught red-handed. She pressed her forehead to the cool wood, feeling the vibration in her sinuses, the intimate hum of him on the other side. It made her smile, but the sensation lasted only as long as it took to remember why she’d woken so early, why the apartment was tense and hollow even when filled with his presence.

She made coffee in silence, watching the grounds bloom in the filter, black and bubbling like the surface of another planet. The living room was still a mess from the night before—blankets tossed in a heap, a stain from spilled wine already beginning to brown the nap of the rug. She perched on the edge of the armchair, drawing her knees to her chest, and let her mind run wild with every permutation of what might happen today.

Mike appeared half an hour later, freshly showered but still drawn tight around the eyes, like he was bracing for a crash that hadn’t come yet. He wore the same jeans as yesterday and a white t-shirt that was just a shade too thin, showing the shape of his collarbones, the line of muscle where his arms met his shoulders. He poured a cup, avoided her eyes, and hovered by the kitchen counter as though afraid the floor might cave in beneath him.

“She texted,” he said, voice croaking a little. “Ellie. She’s coming over after work.”

Lena nodded, sipping slowly. “Okay.”

He glanced at the window, as if the rain-slick street below might offer tactical advice. “Do you want me here when she comes?”

The question was gentle, but it stung. “Of course I do,” she said, and immediately hated how needy it sounded.

He set his jaw, nodded. “Okay.”

For the rest of the morning, they orbited each other—Lena on the couch with her tablet, pretending to work; Mike in the bedroom, then at the dining table, then finally back in the living room, where he sat on the edge of the sectional and scrolled through his phone with shaking hands. They didn’t talk. There was nothing to say that hadn’t already been said, and besides, the real conversation—the one they’d both been rehearsing in their heads—was yet to come.

At three twenty-two, the building’s buzzer rasped through the apartment, harsh as a dentist’s drill. Lena’s pulse spiked. Mike tensed, then crossed the room in three strides and pressed the intercom with a thumb that was paler than the rest of his hand.

“Come up,” he said, then let go before Ellie could respond.

Lena felt it in her whole body: the anticipation, the charge, the slow rotation of the wheel as it neared the click.

Ellie knocked, then entered without waiting. She wore black leggings and an old wool sweater that hung off one shoulder, hair scraped into a bun that only half-contained her curls. Her cheeks were ruddy from the cold, or maybe from crying, and she held her phone in both hands like a lifeline. She didn’t look at Lena, not at first; she just hovered in the entryway, one booted foot hooked behind the other, and let out a shaky exhale.

Mike stood, but didn’t move toward her. Lena wondered if he was waiting for permission.

Ellie raised her eyes, found Lena’s, and then—finally—let herself smile, quick and sad.

“Hi,” she said, voice so soft Lena barely heard it.

“Hey,” Lena answered, managing something like warmth.

They all stood in silence for a moment, three points on a triangle with too much history packed into the lines between them.

Lena motioned to the couch. “Want to sit?”

Ellie nodded, padded over, and dropped onto the far end of the sectional. Mike perched beside her, leaving a gap of cautious air between their bodies. Lena took the armchair, tucking her feet under her, arms folded tight.

For a long time, no one spoke. Mike fidgeted with his fingers, thumbs circling each other like trapped fish. Ellie stared at her lap, the faint tremor in her leg betraying nerves she tried to hide.

Finally, Lena said, “You don’t have to do this. I already know.”

Ellie shook her head, blinking fast. “No. You deserve to hear it.”

She cleared her throat, then laughed—short, brittle. “God. I haven’t felt like this since we got caught shoplifting in ninth grade.”

Lena smiled, but it wasn’t real.

Ellie inhaled, slow and steady. “We were watching TV,” she began, words measured like a confession before a priest. “I mean, at first. We talked. Then there was wine. A lot, probably too much. We started—” She faltered, eyes flicking to Mike. “I started talking about college. About you. About the three of us. And then it was just… quiet. Like, the kind of quiet where you know something’s about to break.”

Mike’s hands clenched, then released. Lena watched the muscle in his jaw jump.

“I kissed him first,” Ellie said, voice clearer now. “I just— I think I wanted to know what it was like. And then I couldn’t stop. He tried, for a second, but I—” She stopped, tears filling her eyes. “I’m sorry, L.”

Lena felt her throat tighten. She waited for anger, for the sick twist of betrayal, but what she got instead was something hot and raw—an electric current that ran straight down her spine. She steadied herself, nodded. “You slept together.”

Ellie nodded, biting her lip. “Yeah.”

Lena looked at Mike. “Did you want to?”

He flinched at the directness, but answered honestly. “I did. But I—” His eyes found hers, pleading. “I kept thinking about you. I didn’t want to do it if you—”

Lena waved the thought away. “It’s okay. Just… tell me.”

He swallowed, voice thin. “We kept talking. Then it got late. Ellie got cold, so I found her some sweats. We put on a movie. She—” He paused, red creeping up his neck. “She curled up next to me. It felt like… I don’t know. Like we were just friends, and then we weren’t.”

Ellie covered her face with her hands, rubbing her eyes. “Jesus, I’m screwing this up.”

Lena leaned forward, elbows on knees. She could feel the heat blooming in her cheeks, the flush that crept down her neck and across her chest. Her thighs pressed together, involuntary. “Was it good?”

Ellie stared, not understanding.

“The sex,” Lena clarified. “Was it good?”

Mike looked at Ellie, and Ellie looked at Mike, as if they were back in a college seminar and the professor had just asked them to explain a concept neither understood.

Ellie nodded. “Yeah. It was.” She didn’t sound proud, just truthful.

Lena laughed, sudden and sharp. “Of course it was.” She covered her mouth with her hand, feeling the tremor in her fingers.

Mike tried to bridge the gap. “Lena, I—”

But Lena wasn’t listening to apologies. She was tracking the foreign animal inside her, the one that licked its chops at the thought of her husband and her best friend tangled up together, the one that had always wondered, always imagined, but never had the courage to say it aloud. The room was bright now, sun breaking through the clouds and casting everything in a harsh, merciless light. There was no hiding.

She closed her eyes, breathing deep. “Did you finish?” she asked, the words out before she could second-guess them.

This time, Mike’s cheeks went red. Ellie looked away, embarrassed.

“Yes,” Ellie said, the word small and naked.

Lena nodded, like she was taking inventory. “Did you come before him, or after?”

Ellie’s eyes snapped up, wide. She glanced at Mike, then at Lena. “Before,” she said, whisper-soft.

Lena bit her lip, unable to stop the flood of arousal that pooled low in her belly. She should have been angry. She should have been anything but this.

She stood, crossing to the window, back turned so they couldn’t see the way her hands shook.

For a long while, the only sound was the drip of melting snow from the eaves, the occasional car slushing past outside.

Finally, Lena turned around. She took in the two of them—Mike’s sorrow, Ellie’s contrition, the way they both seemed younger and more defenseless than she’d ever seen them.

She felt calm. Not numb, not cold, but lucid, as if the world had just shifted into a higher gear and left her dizzy with clarity.

“This isn’t about sex,” Lena said, her voice level. “It’s about connection.”

Mike looked up, startled.

Ellie frowned, brow furrowed.

Lena approached the couch, sitting on the arm closest to Ellie. She reached out, not quite touching, but close enough that the intent was clear.

“I’m not mad,” she said, surprised to hear it come out so easy. “I just wish I’d been there to see it.”

Ellie made a small, choked sound. “Lena—”

She shook her head. “No, I mean it. All this time, I thought it would destroy me. That the idea of you with him would just…” She gestured helplessly, then laughed. “But it doesn’t. It just makes me want—” She stopped, breathless, eyes darting to Mike and then back to Ellie. “It just makes me want more.”

The words hung in the air, throbbing with energy.

Mike reached for her, fingers trembling. “Are you sure?”

She grabbed his hand, squeezed hard. “I’m sure.”

Ellie let out a shaky laugh, tears still gleaming on her cheeks. “You’re a goddamn alien,” she said, grinning through the wreckage.

Lena laughed too, the sound high and feral. “Maybe.”

For a while, the three of them just sat there, the confession raw and fresh and unvarnished between them. Lena looked at Mike, then at Ellie, and felt the desire uncurl inside her, hungry and clean. It would have been easy to let anger take over, to make it about hurt or betrayal or something smaller. But she didn’t want small. Not anymore.

She wanted the next thing, whatever shape it took.

Ellie wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. “So… what now?”

Lena smiled, warm and wicked. “Now? We go get dinner. And tomorrow, we figure out the rest.”

She stood, pulling Mike to his feet, then extending a hand to Ellie.

For the first time in her life, Lena felt entirely honest.

The three of them stood together in the middle of the living room, shadows stretching long across the floor, and waited for the world to catch up.

#

By the time they got home, the city had dried out and cooled off, the wet heat of the day replaced by an evening that smelled like cut grass and thunderstorms past. Lena dropped her bag on the entry bench, toes already curling into the plush rug, and listened for the sound of Mike behind her. He lingered in the hall, arms crossed over his chest, head bowed, his silhouette painted flat and dark against the streetlight that spilled through the windows.

She thought about how, hours before, she’d watched his face as he sat next to Ellie on the couch. How the two of them moved in the same rhythm, shoulders hunching at the same bad joke, knees turning toward and away from each other as if governed by a magnetic field neither could control. Lena had felt it in her skin, the shift in the room as Mike and Ellie began to orbit each other, the low, animal certainty that she was watching not a confession but a seduction—one that had started without her, and one that now, for the first time, she wanted to be part of.

She turned and looked at him, this man she’d built her whole adult life around, and was startled to realize that she wanted him more now than she had in months. Maybe longer.

“Are you coming to bed?” she called, voice low and even.

He nodded, didn’t speak, just followed her down the dim hallway to their bedroom.

She pulled the curtains shut, leaving the lights off except for the little glass lamp on her nightstand, the one that turned their sheets a watery gold. Mike sat on the edge of the bed, shoes off, feet planted wide, hands hanging useless in his lap. Lena watched him for a moment, letting her eyes adjust, then peeled off her shirt in a single, fluid motion.

He looked up at her, uncertain, as if still waiting for permission.

She didn’t give it. She didn’t need to.

Lena undressed with quiet efficiency: pants pooled on the floor, bra unhooked and tossed to the chair, panties eased down her thighs and left for tomorrow’s self to deal with. She stood at the foot of the bed, naked but not vulnerable, watching the slow hunger rise in him until it overtook the guilt.

Mike reached for her, tentative, hands trembling as he traced the line from her hip to her belly. She climbed into his lap, knees on either side of his thighs, pressing their bodies close enough that she could feel every shiver, every unsteady breath.

For a moment, neither spoke. She felt his heartbeat thudding in his chest, the sharp exhale as she ground against him, the tension that had lived in their house for weeks now condensed and weaponized. She pressed her forehead to his, lips barely touching, and inhaled the smell of his skin—shampoo, sweat, a trace of whatever cologne he’d put on this morning and now regretted.

He kissed her first, slow and searching. She let him, let him find the rhythm he wanted, then bit his lip just hard enough to make him flinch.

“Don’t think,” she whispered. “Just fuck me.”

He pulled her tighter, one hand splayed across her lower back, the other finding her breast, thumb rolling her nipple until it peaked and ached. She rocked against him, feeling the heat build between her legs, the slickness spreading as his cock strained against the thin cotton of his boxer briefs.

She reached down, worked his waistband until he was bare, the flesh hot and heavy in her palm. She squeezed, slow and deliberate, and watched his eyes go glassy.

He tried to lift her, to guide himself into her, but she held him back, grinding harder, teasing herself with the pressure. She wanted to make him wait. She wanted to see how long he could stand it.

“Tell me,” she said, breath hitching as the tip of him caught on her clit. “Tell me how she made you feel.”

Mike’s mouth opened, closed, then opened again. “Lena—”

She cut him off, rolling her hips so his cock slid against her, wetting the length of him with her own slick. “I want to know.”

He hesitated, but the words came, raw and halting. “It was—different. I didn’t think it would feel like that. She was—” He searched for the word, failing at first, then settling on, “hungry.”

Lena closed her eyes, letting the image play out behind her eyelids. “Was she loud?”

He nodded, the motion barely perceptible.

“Did you like that?” She grinned, even as her pulse thundered in her ears.

He groaned. “Yeah.”

She shifted, angling herself so that the head of his cock nudged at her opening, then slid down slow, savoring the stretch, the way her body took him in inch by inch. She kept her eyes on his face, watched as he fell apart beneath her, all the tension melting out of his jaw and shoulders.

She rode him slow, hands on his chest for balance, the silk sheets rustling under her knees. He moved with her, matching her pace, hips bucking just enough to send shivers through her legs. Every time she came down on him, she felt the friction, the fullness, the hard pressure against that spot that made her want to scream. She let herself moan, low and guttural, the sound vibrating between their bodies.

He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her down so their mouths met again, tongue and teeth clashing as the rhythm grew frantic. She felt herself getting closer, the pleasure coiling tighter and tighter, and she wanted to hold onto it, to stretch the moment until it snapped.

But she wanted more, too.

“Did you make her come?” Lena asked, voice barely above a whisper, breathless with need.

Mike’s grip tightened on her hips. “Yes.”

“How?”

He was silent for a second, then: “With my tongue. My fingers.” He swallowed, throat working. “She came on my hand, then again when I was inside her.”

Lena shivered, the words igniting a fuse inside her. She ground down on him, riding faster, her clit rubbing against his pelvis with every thrust.

“Did she taste good?” Lena demanded.

Mike’s voice was rough. “So fucking good.”

Lena pressed a hand between her own legs, rubbing circles around her clit as she fucked him. She watched his face, the way his eyes darkened as he watched her touch herself, the way his breath grew ragged and desperate.

She could feel her orgasm building, a hot, liquid pressure that threatened to overwhelm her. She clenched around him, gasping as the pleasure spiked, then dropped her hand to his shoulder and squeezed.

“Tell me you want to come inside me,” she said, the words thick and filthy in her mouth.

He answered without hesitation. “I want it. Please, Lena—”

She drove down on him, hard and fast, the slap of skin loud in the stillness. He bucked up to meet her, hands gripping her ass, fingers digging deep enough to bruise.

She came in a rush, the orgasm flooding her, muscles clenching and unclenching as she rode it out. She screamed his name, nails raking across his chest, and for a second the room spun, the gold light fracturing and doubling as the pleasure crashed through her.

Mike followed a heartbeat later, burying his face in her shoulder as he emptied into her, his whole body convulsing with release.

For a long time, they just breathed, slick and tangled and shuddering together. Lena collapsed against him, arms limp, head tucked into the crook of his neck. She felt the sweat cooling on their skin, the slow sync of their heartbeats, the aftershocks that rippled through her thighs and belly.

He stroked her back, gentle now, tracing idle lines from her shoulder blades to her ass.

She didn’t want to move. Didn’t want to speak. She wanted to stay in this perfect suspension, this moment where nothing was broken and nothing had to be explained.

But after a while, he kissed her forehead, soft and tentative. “Are you okay?” he asked.

She thought about it, really thought, then nodded. “Yeah. I think I am.”

He smiled, a real smile, and held her tighter.

Lena let her eyes drift shut, listening to the hush of their breathing, the thump of his heart, the city beyond their window pressing up against the glass.

She felt alive. She felt—fuck, she felt everything. And for the first time in months, she wasn’t afraid of what came next.

She was ready to meet it, head-on, with him by her side.

She was ready for all of it.


Chapter 4: Rewriting the Rules
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It was barely noon but the sun already had a hangover, the sky bleached and hot and full of remorse. Lena walked the block from the parking garage to the café, squinting through her sunglasses at the outdoor tables, each one occupied by some version of the same small group—girls in bright lipstick, couples leaning away from each other, packs of men dissecting last night’s bets. Lena scanned for Mike and Ellie, found them at a two-top already sweating from the glare, and for one unkind second she imagined herself a sniper taking up position before a hit.

Ellie wore a sundress, pale yellow with watercolor poppies and a strappy neckline that left her arms bare to the shoulder. The fabric clung in patches, catching at the skin where the breeze couldn’t reach. Lena saw Mike’s gaze land on the hem as Ellie shifted, then ricochet up to the awning’s edge, then down again, all in the span of half a breath. He looked like he was running defense against his own thoughts.

Lena let herself smile, a micro-expression she could turn on or off like a penlight. She watched as Mike fidgeted with the menu, eyes scanning but not reading, his thumb rotating the wedding band so aggressively it looked in danger of sparking. Ellie poured herself water, careful and precise, then sipped from the side of the glass, tongue licking a stray droplet from the rim.

“Morning,” Lena said, voice bright and public.

Mike startled, nearly knocking his own water glass over before catching it with a two-handed save. Ellie grinned, lips full and glossy, and patted the seat beside her.

“I ordered you a mimosa,” she said. “They were out of blood orange so you’ll have to cope.”

Lena slid into the chair, bag tucked neat under the table, knees crossing as she surveyed the pair of them. She noted the micro-tan on Mike’s forearm, the faint blue bruise on Ellie’s thigh, the shared fatigue etched beneath both sets of eyes.

“Thanks, babe,” Lena said, then turned to Mike. “How’s the hangover?”

He rolled his eyes, smile practiced. “It wasn’t that much wine.”

“You were texting me about crypto at two in the morning. I’m calling that a symptom.” She gave him an arch look, then reached for her drink, the condensation kissing her palm with cold.

Ellie’s phone chimed. She glanced at it, then set it face-down. “Sorry. Group chat,” she explained, but didn’t elaborate.

For a moment they let the city noise do the work—jackhammers down the block, the Doppler whine of a skateboarder, the drone of other people’s problems leaking from the patio.

When the waiter arrived—a grad student by the look of him, all forearms and stubble—Ellie leaned in, voice syrupy with confidence. “Three huevos rancheros, one without chorizo, and keep the coffee coming.” She smiled at him, and Lena watched the blush creep up his neck.

The moment he left, Lena cleared her throat, smiling. “So. Did you two survive your playdate?”

Mike nearly choked on his coffee. Ellie, unflappable, shrugged. “We did. I think we even fixed the couch leg.”

Lena sipped her mimosa. “You’re both limping a little. That part of the renovation?”

Ellie’s laugh was high and bright, but Mike flinched visibly. His hand went back to the wedding ring, twisting it until the skin around it paled.

“It was a long night,” Mike offered, voice neutral. “We watched The Godfather, but I fell asleep before the horses.”

Lena tracked his lie and let it slide. Instead she watched Ellie, who tapped her fingernails against the glass, each pinky-tap a tiny gunshot. “You should’ve stuck around,” Ellie said, eyes on Lena. “We always get into the best trouble when you’re there to supervise.”

Lena considered the invitation. “Maybe next time I’ll come with a whistle and a clipboard.”

Ellie grinned. “You’d make a great ref, honestly.”

Mike gave a nervous laugh, shifting in his seat. He reached for the mimosa pitcher, poured with both hands, and nearly overflowed the flute before yanking it back. “Sorry,” he muttered.

The food arrived, plates hot enough to scald the varnish off the table. Ellie dug in with immediate gusto, breaking the yolks with her fork, swirling everything into a soupy, spicy mess. Mike picked at the avocado, peeling slices away as if counting them.

“So,” Lena said, casual. “What’s everyone’s plan for the week?”

Ellie spoke first, mouth full. “I’ve got three Zooms tomorrow, two parent conferences on Wednesday, and my boss wants me to re-write the curriculum—again.” She rolled her eyes. “I may just fake my own death.”

Mike looked at Lena, then at Ellie, then at his plate. “I’ve got a bid review on Thursday, but that’s about it.”

Lena let the conversation drift, but her gaze tracked every collision—Mike’s knuckles bumping Ellie’s as they reached for the sriracha, the way Ellie’s leg jostled Mike’s under the table when she laughed, the two-second lag when their eyes met and both looked away, panicked.

Lena found herself narrating the scene as if she were taking minutes: Item One, Mike can’t look at Ellie for more than three seconds. Item Two, Ellie smiles at every dumb joke but won’t make eye contact with Lena unless forced. Item Three, Mike has a sunburn line on his wrist that matches the shape of Ellie’s Apple Watch.

“You’re both acting like you committed a crime,” Lena said, finally, dropping the mask.

Ellie paused, fork midair, a line of yolk stringing from the tines. “We’re not.”

Mike shook his head. “We’re not.”

“Then relax,” Lena said, her voice a fraction softer. “I’m not the police.”

Ellie snorted. “That’s exactly what the police would say.”

The table relaxed, fractionally. Ellie polished off her plate and started in on the toast, her appetite either genuine or a tactical distraction. Lena let her mind wander, watching the two of them talk about TV and music and mutual friends with a kind of forced nostalgia, as if trying to revive an era that had ended in the middle of a party.

It wasn’t until Mike tried to refill his water glass and dumped half of it into his lap that the illusion broke completely.

He froze, hands still hovering over the glass, ice and lemon slices fanned out over his jeans and the seat of his chair. For a second no one moved.

Then Ellie, instinctive and brisk, grabbed a napkin and dabbed at the spill, her hands moving over Mike’s thigh with a practiced, almost intimate familiarity. Mike blushed deeper than Lena thought possible, and tried to take the napkin from her, but she waved him off.

“I got it,” she said, voice too gentle, and for the first time since Lena had known her, Ellie looked scared.

Their hands touched, knuckles grazing, and they both yanked back as if burned.

Lena watched the tableau—her husband, her best friend, the soft panic in both their faces—and felt her own pulse accelerate. Not with rage, not with the old animal jealousy, but with a cold, electric anticipation.

She reached for her own napkin, leaned in, and pressed it to Mike’s knee, her hand overlapping both theirs for a heartbeat.

“Clumsy,” she said, and smiled, letting her thumb rest a second longer than necessary.

Ellie’s eyes met hers, blue and impossibly wide.

For the rest of the meal, conversation returned but never fully recovered; it circled, spiraled, hovered just above the table like a drone with a dead battery. Every word, every joke, every clink of glass landed with a delayed echo. Lena let herself enjoy it—the performance, the tiny betrayals, the way her own body thrummed in response.

When the check arrived, Mike reached for it, but Lena snatched it first. “I got this one,” she said.

Ellie stood, smoothing the sundress over her thighs, the hem riding up with every movement. “Thanks, L. You’re a queen.”

Mike mumbled something and stacked their plates, fingers shaking so badly the utensils rattled.

Outside, the day had brightened, the city in full parade. Lena watched as Ellie and Mike walked ahead, a careful six inches of space between their bodies, neither quite knowing what to do with their hands.

She let them have a head start, then followed, feeling the heat rise off the pavement and into her chest.

She wondered if either of them had any idea how much fun she was having.

#

The evening bled out quietly, the city’s carnival of horns and sirens replaced by a slow, syrupy darkness. Lena sat propped against the headboard, the last amber of sunset striping the wall in bands that would vanish by the time Mike got out of the shower. The bedroom was still warm, holding the ghost of the afternoon, and she could smell her own skin beneath the leftover perfume and sunscreen, a faint sourness that she kind of liked.

She scrolled her phone with lazy, distracted gestures, letting the algorithm show her the world’s parade of better lives. Wedding photos, new apartments, a friend’s toddler covered in spaghetti. She flipped past it all, barely registering, only half-listening for the shower to stop.

Her mind drifted, as it always did when she was alone. Sometimes she thought of it as a meditation, sometimes as a crime. Tonight it felt like both.

She thought about brunch, about the two of them on the other side of that rickety café table, about Ellie’s hand on Mike’s thigh and the way his pulse must have jumped beneath her fingers. She thought about Ellie’s lips stained coral from the blood orange mimosa, about the way Mike’s eyes went to the curve of Ellie’s collarbone when he thought no one was watching.

Lena set her phone face-down. She stretched her legs, toes peeking from beneath the top sheet, and let her hand wander up the inside of her thigh. She didn’t plan it—never did—but it happened anyway, a natural migration, a return to the baseline hum of her body. She ran her nails over the skin, barely touching, just a whisper.

She closed her eyes, let the noises of the apartment fade: the shower, the hum of the fridge, the dull boom of someone playing music two floors down. She imagined Mike and Ellie in the living room, hands grazing, breath hitching, the invisible charge between them tightening until it snapped. She imagined them on the couch, Ellie’s head tossed back, Mike’s hands on her waist, Lena’s own presence reduced to an observer, a scientist taking notes from the other side of the glass.

In her mind, she was calm, poised, dressed in something severe and black, legs crossed at the knee as she watched them. She gave instructions: “Touch her here,” “Go slower,” “Let her ride you, she likes it that way.” She made them look at her, kept them accountable, made their pleasure a project that belonged to her and no one else.

Her fingers slipped beneath the waistband of her shorts, two knuckles deep, the wetness already slick and hot. She circled, slow, never quite pressing hard enough. Her free hand found her breast, squeezed, pinched the nipple until the twinge turned sharp and sweet.

In the fantasy, Ellie was loud, always had been. She giggled and moaned and cursed in equal measure. Mike was quieter, all pent-up grunts and clenched teeth, eyes fixed on Lena even as he fucked Ellie with the hungry awkwardness that Lena recognized from their own early years together.

She thought she’d feel jealous—she always thought that—but instead the jealousy dissolved in the heat, replaced by a new, bitter arousal that built faster than she could reason with. The idea of Mike’s cock inside Ellie, of their noises mixing, of Lena watching and directing, made her clench and pulse with every imagined thrust.

She pressed harder, rubbed quick, insistent circles, and the pleasure hit in a flood, shocking in its ferocity. She let herself moan, a soft, unplanned sound, and her back arched off the mattress. She pictured the two of them at her mercy, working to please her, desperate for her approval. The orgasm was a full-body wave, legs shaking, belly tensed, every muscle drawn tight as a piano wire. It lasted longer than she expected. When it was done she gasped for breath, chest heaving, hair stuck to her cheek with sweat.

She lay there, hand sticky, shorts bunched awkwardly at her hips, and for a second she felt empty and savage at the same time. The guilt came, as it always did, curling in her chest like a lit match. But it was less powerful than the afterglow, less sharp than the memory of her own hands, the knowledge that she had conjured all of it herself.

The shower turned off. She heard Mike’s familiar, lumbering tread as he toweled off in the hallway. She wiped her hand on the sheet, pulled the comforter up, and retrieved her phone. When he entered, she was pretending to read, face blank and composed.

Mike was naked, hair damp and wild, a towel slung low around his hips. She glanced at the line of his shoulder, the faint crescent of a healing scratch on his back. She wondered if Ellie had seen that, if she’d traced the same line with her tongue. The thought made Lena’s breath hitch, but she gave no sign.

He dressed quickly, slipping into boxers and a t-shirt. He caught her watching and gave a shy, lopsided smile.

“Hey,” he said, voice rough with sleep or something else.

“Hey,” she answered.

He climbed onto the bed, careful not to jostle her, and lay on his side, head propped in his hand. He studied her face, as if searching for a code she’d hidden there.

“Are you mad?” he asked, at last.

She shook her head. “No. Not at all.”

He hesitated, then, “You’re not… I don’t know, weirded out?”

She laughed, and even to her own ears it sounded a little cruel. “I don’t know what I am,” she admitted. “But I think I like it.”

He rolled closer, his knee bumping hers through the blanket. “You’re strange,” he murmured, but with a kind of reverence.

Lena kissed him, soft and slow, her hand lingering on his jaw. When they broke apart, she caught his gaze and held it.

“Next time,” she said, “I want to watch.”

Mike’s eyes widened, then darkened, and for the first time in a long time, Lena saw hunger there that matched her own.

He pulled her into his arms, and she let him, curling against his chest, feeling the heat of his skin and the steady drumbeat of his heart. She listened to the city, to the sound of his breathing, to the pulse in her own veins.

She wondered if Ellie was awake, if she was thinking the same thoughts, if the three of them would ever say it out loud.

She closed her eyes, smiling, and let the feeling settle in her bones.

She was ready, whatever happened next.


Chapter 5: Cooling Down
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It was always the lighting that made it different. Lena claimed she needed the lamp for “ambience,” but Mike suspected it had more to do with how it painted her skin—casting long, honeyed shadows that made her body look like a secret you had to earn. The bedroom was a pocket of heat and tungsten glow, the walls stippled with old Polaroids, and the bedsheets still rumpled from the morning’s inertia. He lay on his back, staring at the stipple of light on the ceiling, while Lena moved with deliberate quiet, prepping her nightly rituals with the focus of a surgeon.

She wore a tank top and the shorts that never quite covered enough. He waited for her to finish brushing her hair, counting the strokes, noticing the way her bicep jumped under each pass. She finished, glanced at herself in the mirror, and caught his eye in the glass. The smile she gave him was a question, and tonight, he was ready to answer.

She slid into bed beside him, tucking her legs under his, cold feet like a challenge on his shins. He pretended to be annoyed, but she knew him too well; he never kicked her away. Instead, he rolled onto his side, arm draping over her waist, fingers idling at the edge of her hip bone. She tilted her chin up and kissed him—a quick, unsatisfying peck—then pulled back to study his face.

“Penny for your thoughts,” she said.

He made a show of thinking. “You’re going to make me guess.”

She grinned, the left corner of her mouth always a beat ahead of the right. “I don’t believe you ever run out of words, Michael.”

He gripped her hip more firmly, thumb tracing the curve of her pelvis. “I’m thinking… it’s been a while.”

The look she gave him was equal parts tenderness and rebuke. “Whose fault is that?”

He almost laughed, but the truth of it caught in his throat. He shrugged, and she leaned in again, this time letting her lips linger. When she kissed him, he felt the gentle scrape of her teeth, the ghost of cherry lip balm, the barest tremor in her breath. He wondered if she was nervous—if she’d ever be able to admit that sometimes, after so much honesty, there were still things she needed to hide.

She climbed over him, knees bracketing his hips, arms on either side of his chest. He let her, hands resting at her waist, then sliding up her sides until he could feel her ribs through the thin cotton. The tank top shifted, exposing the line of her stomach, the soft dip just above her navel.

“Do you want to?” she asked, voice low, almost a dare.

He nodded, and his hands moved of their own accord, gliding under the fabric, splaying wide across her back. She arched against his touch, pushing her hair behind her ear so he could see the whole of her face.

She lifted her arms, a silent invitation, and he peeled the shirt up, slow, careful not to catch it on the braid she’d done in her hair. Her skin was warm, flushed from the shower, and she shivered as the air kissed her shoulders. He kissed them next, tracing a line from clavicle to jaw, letting the tension build in his own body as her scent—citrus and sweat and something unmistakably Lena—seeped into his brain.

She reached for the waistband of her shorts, but he stopped her, hands on her thighs, holding her in place. “Let me,” he whispered, not knowing why it mattered but certain that it did.

He slid the shorts down, inch by inch, the backs of his fingers brushing the inside of her thighs, the heat of her body rising as he moved. When he reached her knees, she wriggled out of them, tossing them toward the hamper with a laugh that broke the tension, then replaced it with something sharper, more electric.

She was naked but for the thin cotton panties, blue with a band of white at the top—a holdover from some old five-pack, he guessed, but on her it looked designed. He traced the edge of the band, then slipped his hand beneath, cupping her, feeling the damp already starting. She bit her lip and ground down onto his palm, and he felt her pulse quicken against his fingers.

He wanted to take it slow, to linger in this moment where everything was just potential energy, but she was greedy tonight, rolling her hips, chasing friction. He let himself enjoy it, even as his brain began its usual treason—cataloging the details, comparing, contrasting, measuring the present against the memory of what came before.

Lena slipped her hand under the waistband of his pajama pants, fingers grazing his cock, which twitched at the contact, a little less obedient than he remembered from years prior. She tugged the elastic down and freed him, her hand closing around him with a confidence that was almost clinical.

She laughed when she saw the expression on his face. “You look like you’re about to be executed, babe.”

He tried to say something witty, but her hand was moving, slow and sure, and all he could do was grunt.

She leaned down, kissed the spot behind his ear, then whispered, “Relax.”

He obeyed, letting her guide him, letting the pleasure build. She shifted again, this time turning so she was kneeling between his legs, hands on his thighs, eyes level with his cock. She looked up at him, pupils blown wide, and for a moment he thought she was about to ask permission. Instead, she dipped her head and took him in, tongue flicking at the head before sliding down the shaft, lips tight, cheeks hollowed.

He gripped the bedsheet, watching the way her braid fell over her shoulder, the way the muscles in her arm flexed as she worked him. He closed his eyes, and immediately the ghost of another face intruded: Ellie, her hair wild, mouth wide and wet and desperate. Mike tried to push the thought aside, tried to anchor himself to Lena, to the present, but the memories swelled and overlapped, a double-exposed film reel.

He opened his eyes, and Lena was looking up at him, her mouth full, her gaze steady. He wondered if she could sense the drift, if she knew that half his mind was elsewhere, fucking a different woman on the same set.

She pulled off, wiped her lips with the back of her hand, and straddled him again.

He grinned, and she guided him inside her, slow, her body slick and hot and clenching down in welcome. She took a moment to adjust, then started moving, grinding her hips in tight circles, her hands pressed against his chest for leverage.

He thrust up to meet her, matching her rhythm, letting the animal part of himself take over. Every time she clenched around him, he felt the urge to surrender—just fall into her and let the rest of the world be damned.

But the memories kept coming; Ellie’s moans, high and sharp; the taste of her, sweet with wine; the scratch of her nails down his back. He blinked, and for a second, he couldn’t tell whose face hovered above him—Lena’s or Ellie’s. The confusion made him gasp, made him thrust harder, made him grip Lena’s hips so tight she winced and laughed.

“Easy, tiger,” she said, breathless but delighted. “Trying to prove something?”

He didn’t answer, just pulled her down, biting her shoulder, burying his face in her hair so he wouldn’t have to look at her eyes.

She rode him harder, chasing her own pleasure, gasping with every movement, her breasts pressed to his chest, the braid whipping back and forth like a pendulum. He reached between their bodies, thumb finding her clit, rubbing in rough, desperate circles. She arched, her nails digging crescents into his shoulders, and then she was coming, the orgasm taking her by surprise, her whole body tensing and shuddering, a keening sound escaping her throat.

He followed, the sensation building and building until it snapped, white-hot and blinding, his whole body arching off the bed as he emptied inside her. He kept his eyes closed, afraid of what he’d see if he opened them.

When it was over, Lena collapsed on top of him, her sweat mingling with his, her hair damp and sticking to his cheek. She kissed his jaw, then rolled off, curling into his side, her arm draped across his chest.

He stared at the ceiling, the lamp throwing gold ovals onto the paint. Lena traced lazy patterns on his stomach, humming a song he couldn’t place.

“Are you okay?” she asked, eventually.

He thought about lying. “Yeah,” he said instead, voice flat.

She pressed her lips to his shoulder. “I missed this.”

He wanted to say he had too, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, he wrapped his arm around her, pulled her in close, and tried to memorize the feel of her body, the weight of her against him.

He knew he should feel satisfied, content, maybe even a little triumphant. But all he felt was the echo of someone else’s laugh, the phantom taste of someone else’s skin, the guilt settling heavy in his chest as Lena drifted into sleep beside him.

He let her, and stared at the ceiling, letting the lamp burn a hole in his memory, the shadow of desire flickering in the corners of his mind.

#

Mike had made a ritual of the late afternoon shower. Not just for the routine, but for the insulation: bathroom door shut, fan howling like a jet engine, no chance for Lena to hear the private chorus of his breath and heartbeat. He turned the water as hot as he could stand, waiting for the room to fill with steam until the walls sweated and the mirror turned milky.

He stepped inside and braced himself against the cold tile, the first blast of water scalding his shoulders. It hurt, but the pain was honest—a clean, punishing heat that left no room for ambiguity. He squeezed shampoo into his palm and lathered up, working his fingers through his hair, watching the foam sluice down his arms and chest, tracing the grooves of muscle he’d spent his thirties chiseling into maintenance.

His hand drifted lower, the glide of soap turning the touch into something else, and he didn’t try to stop it. He grabbed the handheld sprayer, set it to pulse, and wedged his back into the corner, letting the spray hammer his skin while his other hand slid down, circling his cock.

He closed his eyes, and the first image that came was Ellie—her mouth open, hair damp with sweat, nails digging half-moons into his shoulder blades. He remembered the way her body had felt against his: so familiar and yet so new, like finding a childhood toy and realizing you never really knew how it worked until now.

His grip tightened. He stroked slow, then faster, the rhythm syncing to the memory of Ellie’s gasp as he pushed inside her, the raw surprise in her voice as she whispered, “Holy fuck, Mike.” He remembered the taste of her skin, the way she’d clung to him, the urgent pressure of her thighs locking around his waist.

The steam thickened, filling his nostrils, burning his eyes. He let the world contract to just the wet slap of his palm and the phantom heat of Ellie’s body wrapped around him. He pictured her hair splayed out on the pillow, her tits bouncing with every thrust, the way she’d looked at him—really looked at him—like he was something she’d found at the bottom of a locked drawer.

A low groan escaped him, louder than intended, but the fan masked it. He picked up speed, hips jerking into his hand, head tipped back as the pleasure built. He saw Ellie’s face again, saw the flush in her cheeks, the smudge of mascara under her eye, the way she’d smiled after, lazy and sated, like nothing in the world could touch them.

He came hard, the orgasm ricocheting up his spine, muscles tensed so tight he thought he might pull something. He kept stroking, watching the white spatter dissolve in the spray, the heat and shame commingling as the water washed everything down the drain.

He stood there, spent and trembling, letting the shower run until the hot water tank started to cough and the temperature dropped to lukewarm. He slumped against the tile, head bowed, the spray beating a tattoo on his neck.

He exhaled, long and shuddering, and waited for the guilt to follow. It did, right on schedule—a cold, sinking weight in the pit of his stomach. He turned off the water, grabbed a towel, and scrubbed himself dry with the urgency of someone trying to erase a crime scene.

He checked his face in the mirror, wiped a hand across the fogged glass, and stared at the man who looked back. For a moment, he almost didn’t recognize himself. Then he laughed, quiet and mirthless, and went about the rest of his evening, the taste of Ellie still lingering at the back of his throat.

#

The living room was lit only by the restless flicker of the TV, cycling through reruns and late-night infomercials at a volume low enough to be plausible but not enough to matter. Mike slouched into the far corner of the sectional, blanket wrapped tight around his hips, bare feet wedged under a throw pillow that still carried the faint, floral print of Lena’s taste.

He held the remote in one hand, thumbing through channels with numbed intent, the drone of shopping networks and canned laughter filling the silence that had been growing since Lena went to bed. She’d kissed him on the cheek, her skin cool and damp from brushing her teeth, and he’d felt her linger behind him in the hallway for a second before she shut their bedroom door.

He waited fifteen minutes, then peeled the blanket up, tucking it around his waist like a cocoon. He could have gone to the bedroom, but the thought of Lena asleep just a few feet away made him uneasy. He let the TV run, the changing light painting his chest and shoulders in blue and green and gold.

His hand drifted under the blanket, fingertips grazing the waistband of his sweats. He hesitated, the motion rote but not quite familiar anymore. It was the first time since Ellie that he’d let himself do this, and the guilt had settled into the muscles of his arm, heavy and uncooperative.

He pressed his palm flat, then curled his fingers, finding himself half-hard before he’d even begun. The blanket muffled the movement, the static electricity sparking against his thigh as he shifted. He started slow, just tracing the outline through fabric, but the friction built faster than he wanted, the sensation at once too sharp and too far away.

He closed his eyes, and Ellie was there. Not as she had been that night, but as she was in the bright, uncompromising light of morning: hair wild, mouth swollen, her body curved over his, skin sticking where their sweat had dried. He saw her laugh, remembered the exact timbre, the way it had buzzed in his ear as she’d bitten his neck and whispered, “You taste better than tequila, you know that?”

His hips jerked. He slid his hand inside, fingers wrapping around himself, heat blossoming under his touch. He pictured the way Ellie had straddled him on the couch, how her tits pressed into his chest and her thighs gripped his waist like she was riding out a storm. He remembered the tightness, the slick, desperate clench, the way she’d moaned his name—not “Michael,” not “Mikey,” just the pure, soft “Mike,” like it belonged to her and no one else.

His breath came shallow, the hum of the TV a far-off drone, his whole body narrowing to the rhythm of his fist and the ache in his stomach. He stroked faster, chasing the memory, needing it to be over as quickly as possible, wanting the relief and the punishment all at once.

When the orgasm hit, it was sharp and unsatisfying, a single muted gasp as he tensed and spilled into the towel he’d hidden under the blanket. He slumped back, the aftershocks rippling through his legs, the sweat cooling on his skin as the shame washed in right behind.

He let the blanket drop, pooling at his knees, and stared at the TV—an ad for some miracle protein powder cycling through the same three testimonials, every one of them a lie. He grabbed his phone from the coffee table, thumbed it awake, hoping for some trivial distraction.

A new message from Lena: “Ellie wants to grab coffee with me tomorrow. Should I say yes?”

He stared at the text for a full minute, the old ache in his chest replaced by something tight and sour. He wanted to say no, wanted to ask her to stay away, to keep the three of them apart until the world made sense again.

Instead, he typed, “If you want to,” and hit send. He watched the typing bubble appear, vanish, then reappear, but he didn’t wait for the reply.

He set the phone down, squeezed his eyes shut, and pressed his fingers into the edge of the sofa cushion until his knuckles whitened.

For a while, he just listened to the hiss of the TV, the blanket still bunched around his thighs, his body cooling in the dark.

He wished he could blame it on anything but himself.

#

The rain had started at noon and showed no sign of quitting, the street outside glazed with a film of water that blurred every passing car into a smear of white and red. The home office was a repurposed guest room with two mismatched lamps, a folding desk, and a rolling chair that creaked whenever Mike shifted his weight. He liked it because it was small and soundproof and Lena rarely bothered him there, content to let him wallow in spreadsheet hell or answer work emails no one actually read.

He closed the door behind him, thumbed the lock, and let the hush settle. The overhead bulb cast a pale, flat light, making the window’s raindrops look like a slow-motion avalanche. Mike powered up the laptop, the whirr of the fan swallowing the sound of his own breath.

He typed without looking, muscle memory guiding him to Ellie’s social feed. He scrolled past photos of her brunches, her classroom, her dog in a raincoat, until he found the latest selfie: Ellie in a loose T-shirt, collarbone sharp and defined, lips glossy and parted like she was about to say something private. He zoomed in, staring at the curve of her throat, the fine blonde hairs visible against her skin, the faint shadow at the base of her neck.

He scrolled back, found another picture—this one a crop, just her mouth and the rim of a coffee cup, lipstick smeared on the porcelain like evidence. He wanted to taste it, to lick the color from her lips, to bite down hard enough to leave a mark.

He closed the browser, opened a new window, then went back and deleted his history: three clicks, lightning fast. The act made his stomach turn, but he did it anyway, as if erasing the record could rewrite the desire.

He leaned back in the chair, let his head thump against the wall. He pressed his palms into his eyes until the red sparks bloomed, then dropped his hands and stared at the desktop.

Next to his keyboard was the wedding photo Lena insisted on framing—a candid shot, both of them laughing, her head thrown back, his arms wrapped around her waist. He tried to remember what they’d been laughing about, but all he could think of was the way her hair looked in the sun and how it was so completely unlike Ellie’s.

He reached for the photo, intending to turn it facedown, but instead he let his fingers linger on the glass. The guilt clawed up his chest, hot and insistent, until he wanted to scream or punch something or tear the house apart just to find a place where he didn’t feel watched.

Instead, he grabbed the throw pillow from the guest chair and slammed it into the desktop—once, twice—each time harder, the muffled thud barely audible over the laptop’s fan. The second time, the zipper popped open, spitting a tuft of synthetic fill onto the floor.

He dropped the pillow, pushed his chair back, and let his head fall forward onto the desk. He closed his eyes and tried to breathe, but every inhale brought the same bitter taste, the same image of Ellie’s mouth, the same memory of his own hands wrapped around her hips.

He sat like that for a long time, the rain slowing to a hush, the computer screen going black, the wedding photo still upright beside him, silent and unforgiving.

He wondered what Lena would say if she could see him now, if she’d be angry or sad or just quietly disappointed. He wondered if Ellie ever thought about it, if she scrolled his feed with the same trembling need, or if he was already just another secret to be deleted and forgotten.

He didn’t move until the room had gone cold and the air smelled like wet fabric and burnt ozone. Even then, he only lifted his head enough to rest his chin on his arms, letting the guilt press him flat and hollow against the fake wood grain of the desk.

He listened to the silence, and let it fill him.


Chapter 6: A Hotel Bar
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Lena closed the hotel room door and stood for a moment in the hush, arms loose at her sides, eyes closed. She could still smell the train on her hair—diesel and upholstery, the memory of someone’s cologne from three rows back. The room was cold, the A/C working overtime, and her nipples stiffened instantly through the thin tank top. She left the curtains open, a west-facing thirteenth-floor view, which meant nothing but orange sky and the silver vein of the interstate. She stood there, backlit and naked except for the wisp of black panties, and surveyed the city until the horizon bled out completely.

She stripped for the shower, kicked the panties across the tile, and stood under the scalding stream until her skin turned blotchy pink. She worked shampoo through her hair, a slow, practiced massage, eyes shut tight. She thought about the bar. She thought about him, though she tried not to. She thought about the message, the one she deleted, then undeleted, then deleted again.

When she stepped out, she dripped a whole lake onto the bathmat. The mirror was fogged, so she drew a line across it with her palm and surveyed her body in the glass. Tan lines fading at her hips, a constellation of moles along her sternum, faint bruises on her thighs from a run last week. She considered covering them with makeup, then decided against it. If he notices, he notices.

She wrapped herself in the hotel robe and padded over to the bed, where she laid out her arsenal. She brought only one dress, a black thing that zips in the back and demands a collaborator. She shimmied it over her hips, then twisted until she could snake her arms behind her to wrestle the zipper up. The process is undignified, a two-minute slapstick, but when it’s done the effect is surgical. The dress is a sheath, slit high on the left, plunging in front, no room for error or a bra. She decided, at the last second, to go without panties. The idea is not new, but tonight it feels like a trick she’s pulling on herself, a dare she can’t refuse.

She lined her eyes, a smoky blur, then traced her lips with a matte plum. She blots, re-applies, blots again. She wishes her hands would stop shaking. She tugs at the neckline, the hemline, the zipper—nothing rides up or down. She glances at her phone, the last text still unread—: 8:30, hotel bar, your call.

She left the room, locking the door behind her, feeling the weight of her own body shift with each step. The hall was empty except for the faded drone of TV from another room. The elevator arrived empty and she rode it down, staring at her reflection in the mirrored walls, which multiply her until there are a dozen Lenas, all in the same dress, all pretending not to know how the night will go.

The bar was just off the lobby, dark even by hotel standards. Low-slung chairs, a faux-marble bar, backlit shelves of expensive brown and blue bottles. The soundtrack was vinyl jazz, real or a very good simulation, some woman’s voice doing murder ballads. She sat at the far end of the bar, just out of reach of the light, and waited.

He arrived at 8:41. She knows this because she checks the time the moment she sees him. Daniel. His suit is new but he wears it like it’s not, the jacket slung over one shoulder, shirt rolled at the cuffs, no tie. He’s clean-shaven, but the shadow on his jaw is visible from across the room. He scanned the bar, saw her immediately, and walked over without hesitation.

He didn’t ask if the seat’s taken. He just dropped his jacket on the back, sat, and signaled the bartender with two fingers raised. He didn’t look at Lena for the first five seconds, which is pure Daniel—pretend to ignore her, make her close the gap, let her blink first.

She didn’t blink. Instead, she studied him in profile. His hair is shorter than she remembers, but the eyes are the same; cold, wolfish, always a little bored.

“Black dress,” he said, finally, as if reading from a shopping list. “Could’ve guessed.”

“You didn’t,” she said, voice low. “You haven’t guessed anything in months.”

He smiled, but it was just the teeth, no warmth. “You always liked to play.”

She lets that hang, then takes the drink the bartender sets in front of her—gin, three olives, bone dry.

“Martini,” Daniel said, with the air of a man who could recite her order backwards. “You know you hate gin.”

“I hate cheap gin,” she corrected. “This isn’t cheap.”

He lifted his glass—bourbon, neat, already sweating in his hand—and toasted her. “To honesty.”

She sipped. It is good gin, but she hates it anyway. “You’re late,” she said.

“You’re early.” He doesn’t break eye contact. “Always early when you’re nervous.”

She tried to hide the flinch, but he’s too sharp for that. She wanted to be angry, wanted to remind him of all the things she’s learned about herself since last time, all the nights spent exorcising his memory by fucking someone else. But she’s not here for a fight, not really.

Daniel leaned in, the move predatory but calculated. “So. Why are we here, Lena?”

She glanced down the bar, just to be sure. The only other patron is an old man hunched over an iPad, typing with one finger. The bartender polishes glasses, back turned.

Lena straightened, squared her shoulders, and let her hand rest on Daniel’s forearm. He is all heat and muscle, the veins like ropes under his skin.

“Because you asked,” she said.

He shook his head. “You don’t come unless you want to.”

She leaned in, close enough that he can smell her hair. “Maybe I just wanted to see if you’re as good as you remember.”

He grinned, this time with a hint of approval. “You know how to make a man feel wanted, I’ll give you that.”

She slid her hand down his arm, thumb circling the bone at his wrist. She can feel his pulse, slow but heavy. He’s never nervous, not even now. She wondered if he gets off on the power, or if it’s just how he’s built.

He shifted, barely, and his knee presses against hers under the bar. The pressure is deliberate, but she doesn’t move away. She matches the pressure, lets it linger.

They drank in silence for a minute, the air between them thick with old games and new hunger.

Daniel’s hand drifted to her thigh, slow as an oil spill, his palm broad and cold. He dragged his fingertips along the inside, mapping the length of her leg, then up, higher, under the hem of her dress. She tenses, but doesn’t stop him.

“Brave girl,” he said, voice so quiet she feels it more than hears it.

“No panties,” she said, flat. “You like?”

He grins, all teeth and wolf. “I do now.”

His fingers slid higher, the barest brush of knuckle against her slit, and she bit her lip, hard.

“Already wet?” he murmured, the words a question but not really.

She let her legs fall open a little more. “Depends. Are you going to do something about it, or just talk?”

He removed his hand, sips his bourbon, then sets it down. “Let’s go upstairs,” he says, as if discussing the weather.

She drained her gin, the burn a dare to herself. “Which floor?”

He tapped his glass. “Penthouse. Corner suite.”

She stood, smoothed her dress back into place, and followed him out of the bar. She can feel the eyes of the bartender on her, but she doesn’t care.

The walk to the elevator is silent, but the tension is louder than any words they could say. She wondered if anyone passing in the lobby could see the flush in her cheeks, or the way her thighs tremble with each step.

In the elevator, Daniel stood behind her, close but not touching. The doors closed. She caught their reflection in the mirrored panel, her black dress, his blue suit, the perfect tableau of restraint and appetite.

He waited until the elevator starts to move before reaching around her waist, his hand flat and heavy just above her hip. He didn’t pull her back, just held her there, possessive.

“Tell me you missed this,” he whispered, lips at the shell of her ear.

She closed her eyes, leaned into the pressure of his palm. “I missed it,” she said.

“Liar,” he breathed.

The elevator dings, the doors opened. She walks out ahead of him, down the hallway, her heels sharp on the carpet. She doesn’t look back to see if he follows.

She reached the end of the corridor, stopped at the last door on the right. She waited.

Daniel stepped up behind her, close enough to cage her between his body and the door. He produced a key card from his pocket, slid it in, and the light flashed green.

He opened the door. She stepped inside.

The room was dark except for the spill of city lights through the window. Lena surveyed it—a king bed, a low couch, a table set with a bottle of champagne and two glasses. The decor was all grays and metallics, as if the designer wanted to erase any hint of softness.

Daniel closed the door behind them and stood with his back against it, watching her.

She turned, faced him. He shrugged off his jacket, tossed it onto the couch.

Lena kicked off her heels and let her body relax. She leaned against the table, arms crossed, challenging him to make the first move.

He did.

He crossed the room in two strides, took her face in his hands, and kissed her—hard, teeth on teeth, tongue hot and insistent. She opened to him, let herself be pulled under by the force of it. She tastes bourbon and toothpaste, the ghost of his last cigarette.

His hands slid down her back, tracing the curve of her spine, then lower, gripping her ass and hoisting her onto the table. She wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him in until she can feel the line of his cock through the suit pants.

They stayed like that for a moment, breath mingling, foreheads pressed together. Daniel’s hand slid up, cupping her breast through the dress, thumb grazing the nipple until she gasps.

He breaks the kiss, and for the first time, she sees him hesitate. “You sure?” he asks, voice rough.

She nods. “Just don’t make me regret it.”

He grins, but there’s no cruelty this time. “I never do.”

He lifts her off the table, carries her to the bed, and lays her down. The dress rides up, exposing her thighs, her belly, the dampness already slick between her legs.

He kneels between her knees, pushes them apart with both hands, and lowers his head. He doesn’t rush. He doesn’t even start with his tongue—just breathes on her, lets her squirm with the anticipation.

When he finally does, it’s slow, methodical, a study in contrast. Hard, then soft. Lick, then suck. His hands pin her thighs wide as he works her, and she arches up, grabbing the sheet, stifling a moan.

She comes fast, embarrassingly so, her whole body shuddering against his mouth. He doesn’t stop, not even when she begs him to. He holds her there, relentless, until she’s sobbing with the effort of it.

He stands, wipes his mouth, and grins down at her. “Still think I’m out of practice?”

She can’t answer, not yet. Instead, she sits up, pulls him in by the shirt, and kisses him—her taste on his lips, her hands unbuttoning him with urgent, clumsy fingers.

He lets her strip him, shirt then pants, and when he’s naked she stares for a moment, admiring the way his cock stands at attention, the angry flush of it.

She wants to taste him, wants to see if he’s as good as she remembers, but he grabs her by the wrist and pulls her onto the bed, face down, ass up.

He enters her in one thrust, the pain sharp and perfect. She cries out, but pushes back into him, wanting more. He fucks her hard, no gentleness, just the raw push and pull of bodies that know each other too well.

He comes with a grunt, deep inside her, and collapses on top of her, heavy and hot.

They lay there, tangled and spent, the only sound the distant hum of traffic and their ragged breath.

After a while, Daniel rolls off, lights a cigarette, and offers her one. She takes it, even though she hates the taste.

They smoke in silence, watching the city through the window.

“You staying the night?” he asks, eyes fixed on the skyline.

She considers. “No. I just wanted to remember.”

He nods, as if that answers a question he hasn’t asked.

She dresses in silence, zips the dress, reapplies lipstick. She doesn’t look at him as she leaves, doesn’t say goodbye.

In the elevator, she checks her reflection: hair wild, lips bruised, eyes bright. She likes what she sees.

When she gets back to her own room, she undresses, showers again, and crawls into the stiff white sheets.

She sleeps hard, dreamless, the city humming her to sleep.

# Scene 2

Lena blinks at the hotel room’s sudden dark, the door’s heavy click shutting out everything but the hush of carpet and the city glow. She stands in the small foyer, hands at her sides, waiting for Daniel to make the first move. He doesn’t. Instead, he turns on the lamp by the desk—a cold, dim pool of light that barely softens the steel and glass. He tosses his jacket onto the luggage rack and leans against the wall, arms crossed, like he’s been expecting her for years.

She watches him. The air between them is thick with old patterns. It takes less than a breath for her body to remember every time he’s pinned her to a mattress or a wall. She feels herself go wet again, fast, and lets the sensation slow her thoughts to a crawl.

Daniel breaks the stalemate with a nod at the window. “That’s a view,” he says, as if it matters.

She ignores it. Instead, she unzips the side of her dress, one hand steady, the other flat on the window glass for balance. The dress puddles at her feet. She steps out of it and lets the city see everything. She keeps the heels on. She likes the height.

She faces him in nothing but the shoes, her body gone to gooseflesh in the chill. Daniel takes his time—scans from her toes to her throat, mouth a straight line, eyes always calculating.

“Sit,” she says, and he does, sinking into the leather armchair, knees splayed. His hands rest on his thighs. She can see the tension in the white of his knuckles.

She walks over, deliberate, relishing the sound of her heels on the carpet. She stands between his knees, so close his breath stirs the hair on her belly.

“Touch me,” she says, and he does, hands cupping her hips, then sliding down to her ass. He squeezes, hard enough to hurt, and she doesn’t flinch.

She puts a hand to his shoulder, pushes him back until he slouches. He is so much bigger than her, but the angle is perfect—her, above him, and him, waiting.

She straddles his lap, the muscles in her thighs tensing as she lowers herself. She rubs against the bulge in his pants, the friction making her pulse thrum in her ears. She unbuttons his shirt one-handed, the other never leaving his neck. When it’s open, she traces his collarbone with her nails, leaves shallow, angry scratches down his chest.

He grabs her, sudden and rough, his hands digging into her sides, but she catches his wrists and pins them to the armrest.

“Not yet,” she says.

He grins, a flash of something feral, and relaxes, letting her set the pace. She leans in, bites his jaw, runs her tongue along the edge of his ear.

She unzips his pants, pulls his cock out, and strokes it with slow, brutal precision. She spits in her hand and works him until his breath goes ragged. He tries to buck up against her, but she holds him down with her weight, grinding against the head, not letting him in.

“You want it?” she asks, voice low.

He nods, face gone slack with need.

She keeps him right there, trapped, until he starts to plead—small, involuntary noises, barely words at all.

She lifts herself, angles her hips, and sinks down onto him, taking him all at once. The stretch burns, but she rides it out, waits for her body to adjust. She plants her hands on his shoulders and starts to move, up and down, slow at first, then faster.

He meets her thrust for thrust, hands gripping her ass, guiding her. She leans back, palms flat on his knees, arching so he can see all of her. She loves the way his eyes flicker over her breasts, her stomach, her mouth.

She fucks him hard, using him like a toy, not slowing even when her legs start to shake.

“Harder,” she commands, and he grabs her hips and slams her down, over and over, until she cries out, the pain and pleasure blurring together.

She comes first, the orgasm a sharp, violent thing that rips through her. She bites down on her own hand to stifle the scream. He doesn’t stop—keeps pounding into her, desperate now, until he jerks, shudders, and comes inside her.

She collapses onto his chest, both of them slick with sweat. His heartbeat hammers against her cheek.

They stay like that, silent, the only sound the hum of the minibar fridge and the faint traffic outside.

She sits up, grabs his chin, and makes him look at her.

“Good?” he asks.

She smiles, mean and sweet. “Better than good.”

She stands, legs unsteady, and finds her dress. She doesn’t bother with the zipper this time, just pulls it over her head and leaves it loose.

She glances back at him, still sprawled in the chair, pants open, shirt ripped at the sleeve. His chest is streaked with red from her nails.

“You’re a mess,” he says, but there’s pride in it.

“So are you,” she shoots back.

She finds her purse, checks her phone. A message from Mike: “Hope you’re having fun.” She grins, types back a quick, “Always,” and powers the phone off.

Daniel is still watching her. “Same time tomorrow?”

She shrugs. “We’ll see.”

She lets herself out, the click of the door echoing behind her.

In the elevator, she checks her reflection. Mascara smeared, hair wild, a bruise already blooming on her thigh. She laughs, the sound bright and ugly in the empty shaft.

She rides the elevator down, high on endorphin and pain and the taste of her own sweat. When the doors open, she steps out, leaves the hotel, and disappears into the city.

# Scene 3

The hallway is empty when Lena returns. Her heels are silent on the carpet, the only sound the faint scrape of her key card as she unlocks the room. She’s still pulsing with aftershock—her thighs trembling, lips swollen, the scrape of Daniel’s beard raw at the hinge of her neck.

The room is dark, ice-cold, the A/C rattling in the window. She drops her purse on the chair and strips out of her dress in a single motion. The zipper sticks, but she yanks it free. She stands naked in the blue light, watches the city for a moment, then heads straight for the shower.

She lets the water run hot as she can stand. She scrubs hard: Daniel’s fingerprints on her hips, his sweat on her breasts, the faint musk of his come dripping down the inside of her leg. She leans against the tile and lets the water scald her, eyes closed, mouth open, the taste of gin and cigarettes still sour on her tongue. She doesn’t want to wash it off, not really. She wants to bottle it, keep it in her for days.

She dries off, towel tight around her hair, and slumps onto the bed. She doesn’t bother with pajamas, just crawls under the covers and lets her body relax into the memory of Daniel’s hands. She rolls onto her stomach, face buried in the pillow, and falls asleep in less than a minute.

She dreams:

Daniel behind her, his cock thick and hot, his hand fisted in her hair. He bends her over the desk, makes her arch her back until her ribs ache. His voice is in her ear, low and rough: “You’re mine. Say it.”

She says it, over and over, and every time she does his hand clamps tighter around her throat.

In the dream, he fucks her slow, all control. She claws at the desk, pushes back against him, but he sets the rhythm, never letting her get ahead. He pulls out and slides his fingers inside her, twisting, pressing, finding every spot that makes her shake. He makes her beg. He makes her cry.

She comes, and then comes again, each one sharper than the last. She feels herself break apart, atoms unspooling, voice gone to static. Daniel keeps going, keeps fucking her through it, until her vision blurs and the whole world goes white.

She wakes in the blue gray of early morning, sweat slick on her chest, sheets tangled at her waist. Her hand is already between her legs, two fingers working a fast, brutal rhythm. She presses down, rubs tight circles, imagines Daniel’s mouth on her, his tongue, his teeth. She comes with a gasp, body bowing off the bed, muscles tight as piano wire.

She doesn’t open her eyes right away. She holds onto the dream, lets it play out in her head, the echo of Daniel’s hands and voice still thick in her veins.

When she finally looks at the clock, it’s not even six. The city outside is just waking up, traffic already snarling down the highway, a sun not yet risen but threatening to.

She stretches, legs splayed, body humming with fatigue and relief.

She’s never felt so empty, or so full.

She closes her eyes again, and this time, she dreams of nothing.


Chapter 7: His Voice Again
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Lena came awake in a cocoon of sour sheets and city light, sweat cooling on her chest. The bedside clock read 8:18 but her body insisted it was earlier, some prehistoric pulse telling her there was time to linger. She stretched, arms grazing the frigid edge of the mattress, and the aftermath of last night came rushing back: the bar, the penthouse, the chair and the bed and the way Daniel’s voice stuck in her ear like a wire.

She rolled out of bed, toes meeting the fake-velvet carpet with a shudder. She was already halfway to the bathroom before she remembered the dream—no, not a dream, more like a replay, a second showing of the same brutal movie—and the sensation it had left behind. Her thighs were still tacky, inner muscles sore as if she’d run a mile with someone’s hand fisted in her hair. She grinned at her own reflection in the bathroom mirror, the remnants of plum lipstick smeared on her mouth like a crime scene.

She turned the shower on, full hot, and stepped in before the temperature could normalize. The water scalded her, but she liked it that way; it felt like penance, or at least preparation. She washed her hair slow, dragging her nails along the scalp until it tingled, then just stood under the spray, letting the thrum of the water dissolve everything except the memory of his hands.

She was rinsing the last of the shampoo when her phone buzzed on the sink. The notification sounded like a gunshot in the tiled cave. For a moment, Lena ignored it, letting her head tilt back until her hair plastered itself to her shoulder blades. But the second buzz, then the third, hooked her. She killed the water, stepped out trailing rivulets, and pawed blindly for the phone, still fog-blind and dripping.

One new message.

She swiped it open.

Miss me? – D

There was no preamble. No good morning, no attempt at apology or explanation. Just the same old arrogance, the same assumption that her world rotated around his gravitational pull.

Her body responded before her brain did. Nipples tight, a dull cramp low in her stomach, heat blooming in her cheeks. She could almost feel the air between her legs thicken, the ache returning like a muscle memory.

She typed out a dozen possible responses—Fuck you, Already forgot you, Not in the least—but deleted each in turn. Instead she put the phone down, hard, and leaned both palms on the counter, breath coming short. The steam from the shower had turned the mirror into a cloud, her silhouette a ghost behind glass.

She turned the water back on and stepped in, this time with purpose.

She pressed her back against the far wall, the tile cold and slick against her skin, and let the hot water chase goosebumps down her arms. She closed her eyes, one hand snaking up to trace her breast, the other flattening against her stomach. She felt ridiculous, almost adolescent, but the sensation of being watched—even by the memory of him—made it better.

Her fingers circled her nipple, tugging until the pain bled into pleasure. She rolled it between thumb and forefinger, then moved down, palm splayed over the plane of her abdomen, fingers skimming the line between hip and thigh.

She didn’t try to control the pace. She let her hand move lazy, then urgent, mapping the curve of her body as if discovering it for the first time. She parted her legs, shifting her stance to let the water sluice over her, each drop magnifying the friction. The ache built fast, insistent, the same way it had when Daniel pressed her against the table and licked her until she sobbed.

She remembered the way his tongue had moved—slow, then fast, then slow again, always circling back to tease but never quite satisfy until she begged for it. He liked to make her beg, and she let him, even when it humiliated her. Especially then.

Her fingers slipped between her lips, the heat there shocking, almost too much. She rubbed, slow at first, then faster, index and middle fingers finding the spot that made her knees go loose. She thought of Daniel’s hand gripping her thigh, holding her still as he whispered filthy promises into her skin.

She came hard, the orgasm punching the air out of her lungs. She bit down on her own arm to muffle the noise, felt her body tense, then shudder, then go limp against the tile. For a moment she just stood, the water pelting her, heartbeat hammering in her ears.

She blinked, vision blurry, and watched the white rivulets spiral down the drain, taking every trace of her with it.

When she shut off the water, the world seemed quieter, the city outside muted behind layers of glass and wet skin. She toweled off, still shaky, and stared at her reflection: hair wild, face flushed, mouth slack with aftershock.

She didn’t respond to Daniel’s text. Not yet. Instead, she dressed—black jeans, gray tee, the kind of outfit that said “don’t look at me” but fit close enough that everyone did anyway—and went about her day, the memory of his words burning in her pocket.

By noon, she still hadn’t answered. But the ache lingered, as if he’d marked her from a distance. She wondered if that was what he wanted all along.

She wondered, not for the last time, if she wanted it too.

#

By midday, Lena had retreated to her home office, the little spare room she and Mike had converted from a walk-in closet and still called the “study” out of some old-fashioned optimism. The window was cracked for air, letting in a drift of June heat and a chorus of leaf blowers from the street below. She set up her tablet, arranged her work tools in symmetrical rows, and did everything she could to pretend she hadn’t checked her phone a dozen times already.

She was supposed to be finishing a freelance logo for a dental startup. The brief was all bland vector teeth and “confidence, but friendly,” but she couldn’t make her brain stick to the assignment. Every time she tried to drag a bezier curve into place, her mind slipped sideways—back to the cold hotel window, or to the feeling of Daniel’s mouth just above her knee, or the way he’d pulled her hair until the muscles in her neck went liquid.

Even sitting upright in the stiff office chair, she felt the afterglow: a low pulse of warmth between her thighs, the ghost of a bruise on her hip where Daniel’s knuckles had dug in. She squirmed, shifting from cheek to cheek, then tried crossing and uncrossing her legs. Nothing helped.

She tried to focus on the job: blue gradients, sans-serif type. But every click of the mouse was a metronome for her distraction. Even the fabric of her t-shirt felt wrong, electric, the fibers prickling at her nipples through the bra she’d thrown on out of guilt more than necessity.

She glanced at her phone, face-down on the desk. The unread message badge glared at her, atomic red. She picked it up, thumbed the lock, and stared at the single line.

Miss me?

She almost laughed at the absurdity. Of course she missed him. That was the whole point. She missed the way he made her feel like a wire about to snap, the way he never apologized for wanting her, the way he could ruin her for days with nothing more than a text.

She thought about replying. She even started typing—Maybe, or Try harder, or a dozen other witty rejoinders. But she deleted each one, then set the phone down, harder than necessary, as if physical force could reset her nerves.

She tried to work. Five minutes later, she was staring at the same blank canvas, her hand idly tracing circles on her inner thigh, the other elbow propped on the desk.

When Mike texted—Just landed, see you at 6—she felt a rush of guilt so sharp it made her flinch. She typed back a smiley face, then left the phone alone, watching the digital minute hand crawl across the screen.

She switched to a different project, tried to immerse herself in a menu layout for a vegan sandwich shop, but every time her wrist grazed the trackpad, she flashed to the memory of Daniel pinning both her wrists above her head, laughing as he made her come without ever breaking eye contact.

She shook her head, tried to re-anchor herself in reality. She glanced at the wall, where Mike had hung their wedding photo: both of them sunburned and hungover, grinning like idiots on a rocky Lake Michigan beach. She wondered what Mike would think if he knew what really went on inside her head. She wondered if he’d care, or if it would just become another experiment for them to dissect over wine and bad reality TV.

The afternoon wore on. Lena made coffee, drank it black, then killed the bitter aftertaste with a handful of sour gummies from the kitchen drawer. She watched the street from her window, tracking the joggers and the UPS truck and the stray dog that kept pissing on the neighbor’s rosebush. She checked her phone again, and this time, when she saw there was no new message, she felt something like relief.

But the restlessness wouldn’t go. She found herself rolling the hem of her shorts between finger and thumb, running her hand up the back of her neck just to feel the fine hairs stand up. She spun a pen on the desk, tapped her toes against the chair legs, and bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood.

She thought about giving in, about going to the bedroom and finishing what the morning had started. But she didn’t. She made herself wait.

By the time five o’clock hit, Lena had produced two passable logo drafts, one trash sketch of a vampire with braces, and a whole notebook page of dirty words she would never say out loud.

She closed the laptop, rubbed her eyes, and stared at her phone again.

No new messages.

She let the anticipation roll over her, then checked the clock, counting down the minutes until Mike would walk in and fill the apartment with his presence—steady, warm, so utterly different from the chaos Daniel brought.

She wondered if she could hide it, this constant, humming want. She doubted it.

She left the phone on the desk and went to the kitchen to pour herself a glass of wine, determined to be normal for just a little while longer.

#

The sound of Mike’s key in the lock always hit Lena a half-second before the actual click. It was the sort of auditory premonition she’d developed during their first year of living together, a psychic tingle that meant she had just enough time to compose her face before he entered the room.

She was at the kitchen counter, swirling her second glass of wine, when he came in, trailed by the scent of June rain and downtown parking garage. He shook his umbrella, kicked off his shoes, and dropped his briefcase with a practiced thud.

“Hey, babe,” he called, voice already warm with the transition from outside world to home.

“Hey yourself,” she said, hoping the smile on her face didn’t look as forced as it felt.

Mike hung his jacket by the door and crossed the room, planting a light kiss on her cheek. He lingered a beat, as if reading for subtext, then reached past her to snag a grape from the bowl. She caught a whiff of his aftershave, something piney and soft, and for a moment she let herself lean into him, anchoring to the solid warmth of his body.

He poured himself a beer, cracked it open with a twist of his wrist, and settled onto a barstool. “How was your day?”

She shrugged, feigning boredom. “Same old. Logo for a dentist, menu for a vegan sandwich shop. Nothing to write home about.”

He nodded, scanning her face. “You okay? You look… I don’t know, distracted.”

She shrugged again. “Didn’t sleep great last night. Weird dreams.”

He grinned. “Not the one where you’re naked on a spaceship and everyone’s watching?”

“That one’s a classic, but no,” she said, smirking. “More like… falling, or drowning.”

He reached for her hand, squeezed it gently. “You’re not falling. I promise.”

She almost laughed—if only he knew.

They cooked together, chopping and sautéing in a comfortable, well-rehearsed dance. Mike handled the onions, Lena did the garlic. They talked about grocery lists and vacation plans, the small nothings that filled their evenings. But for Lena, every second was edged with a static charge: the heat of the stove on her thighs, the accidental brush of Mike’s fingers as he handed her the spatula, the way her own skin felt almost fevered in the lamplight.

At the sink, when Mike reached around her to dump a pot of noodles, his palm brushed the small of her back. She gasped—just barely, a hiccup of air—but he noticed.

“Sorry,” he said, rubbing the spot with his thumb. “Sensitive today?”

She nodded, then, unable to stop herself, pressed back into his hand.

He smiled, slow and puzzled. “You sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah,” she said, voice lower than she intended. “Just… a day.”

They ate dinner at the tiny table, knees touching. Mike told her about a coworker’s meltdown, a half-hour saga involving coffee and an exploding spreadsheet. Lena listened, laughed at the right moments, but found herself fixated on the way his hands moved—clean, careful, always in motion. She watched his mouth, the way he licked sauce from his fork, the way his Adam’s apple bobbed when he drank.

By the time they finished, her whole body felt like a live wire.

They cleaned up together, stacking dishes and wiping counters. Mike dried his hands, then turned and pulled her in for a kiss—a real one, slow and deliberate, his hands framing her face.

She let herself melt into it, let her body take over, and when he pulled away she could see the flush in his cheeks.

“Come to bed?” he said, question and request all at once.

She nodded, letting him lead her down the hall, past the living room where the TV was still cycling through muted reruns, past the closed door to the spare room, and into the bedroom, where the bedside lamp cast a soft gold pool onto the duvet.

Mike sat on the edge of the bed, tugged off his shirt, and patted the spot beside him. She joined him, curling her feet under her, watching as he unbuttoned his jeans and kicked them off, leaving only boxers and the faint stripe of a tan line across his hip.

He kissed her again, hands roaming from her shoulders down to her waist, then up under her t-shirt. His palms were rough from weightlifting, but his touch was gentle, almost reverent. He slid the shirt off in one motion, then cupped her breast, thumb grazing the nipple in a way that should have felt comforting but instead sent a sharp, electric jolt through her.

She moaned, surprised by her own urgency.

Mike paused, concern flickering across his face. “Too much?”

She shook her head, pulled him closer. “No. Please.”

He obliged, mouth finding her neck, his stubble scratching just the way she liked. He took his time, working down to her collarbone, then tracing a line to the hollow at the base of her throat.

She closed her eyes, letting the sensations drown out her thoughts.

He laid her back on the bed, peeled her shorts off, and pressed a kiss to her knee, then the inside of her thigh. She shivered, the memory of Daniel’s mouth intruding uninvited. She tried to focus on the present—on Mike, on his lips and hands—but her mind kept slipping, overlaying the moment with flashes of something rougher, meaner, more desperate.

Mike moved up, hovering over her, his eyes soft and adoring. He entered her slowly, inch by inch, and she welcomed the stretch, the fullness. He set a steady rhythm, hips rocking in a way that was both familiar and comforting.

She wrapped her arms around his back, nails digging in just enough to leave a mark. She let her body respond—moaning, clenching, rolling her hips to meet his thrusts—but inside, her mind was already elsewhere.

She imagined Daniel pinning her down, his hand locked around her wrists, his voice in her ear: “You like this, don’t you? You like being used.” She pictured his cock, thicker, harder, slamming into her with a violence that bordered on cruelty. She pictured the way he’d laugh when she begged, the way he’d force her to look at him as she came.

Her climax built fast, white-hot, the pleasure curling her toes and arching her back. She heard herself gasp, felt her muscles contract, and in that moment, she almost said Daniel’s name—but at the last second, she bit her lip and let out a wordless cry instead.

Mike shuddered above her, his own orgasm arriving on the heels of hers. He collapsed onto her chest, breath ragged, sweat mixing between their bodies.

They lay together in the hush, Mike’s arms wrapped around her, his face buried in her hair.

“You okay?” he whispered, voice thick.

She nodded, then kissed his forehead. “Yeah. That was… good.”

He smiled, nuzzling her. “You’re amazing,” he said.

She let him hold her, let herself relax into the safety of his embrace. But even as her pulse slowed and her breath evened out, she felt the ache linger—the memory of Daniel’s hands, the echo of his words, the mark he’d left on her skin.

Lena closed her eyes, willing herself to sleep, but the darkness only brought the memories back sharper, brighter, more vivid than before.

She wondered if this was what it meant to be truly fucked: to want two things at once, to need both the violence and the comfort, the cruelty and the care.

She wondered how long she could go before one overpowered the other.

She drifted off, Mike’s breath steady on her neck, her own body still humming with the aftershocks of pleasure and guilt.

In her dream, she was falling, but this time, she wasn’t afraid.


Chapter 8: One Last Time
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Lena got to the café ten minutes early, and spent the first five with her hands clutched around a mug of American coffee, tracing the rim with her thumb. She watched every person who came through the door, hoping and dreading and hoping again that one of them would be Daniel. It was a slow Tuesday afternoon, the kind of day where the sun’s too high to be flattering and the air conditioning fights a losing war against a windowful of humid summer. She picked a corner table by the glass, more exposed than she’d like, but the natural light was flattering.

He was running late, and she tried to let the annoyance cool her nerves, but she felt every tick of the second hand, every glance from the bored girl behind the espresso machine. By the time Daniel finally arrived—sixteen minutes late, Lena counted—she’d already rehearsed a dozen witty barbs and a hundred ways to play it off.

He entered like he owned the place: navy linen shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbow, no jacket even though he probably brought one just to discard it with theatricality. There’s no hesitation. He sweeps the café, finds her, and in three strides is at her table, sliding into the chair across from her. He didn’t bother with hellos or apologies.

“You cut your hair,” he said, like it’s a challenge.

She lifted her chin, refusing to let him have the first win. “Last month. You’re observant as ever.”

He flashed a smile, all teeth, and unbuttoned the top of his shirt, exposing a wedge of tanned collarbone. “You always looked better with it off your neck.” His eyes flicked there, then back to hers, pupils narrowing in on the target.

She tried to remember how to breathe. Her fingers tapped out a nervous Morse code on the side of her mug. “Do you always make a woman wait?”

Daniel leaned back, his hands folded behind his head. “When the woman is you? Absolutely.”

He’s the only person Lena ever met who could turn an apology into an insult and a compliment at the same time. She should be angry, but it’s the same dopamine hit as always, and she can feel herself flush—high on the cheeks, then lower.

He ordered an espresso, no sugar, and the waitress gave him the kind of look that means she’ll remember the order for next time. Lena watched him watch the girl walk away, then he caught Lena’s eye and gave a conspiratorial grin.

“So,” he said, lacing his fingers and resting them on the table, “how’s married life?”

She smiled, let him think he scored a point. “Stable. Predictable. Full of spreadsheets and couch blankets and reliable sex.”

Daniel tilted his head. “Sounds like you’re reading from a brochure.”

Lena shrugged. “Better than the alternative. I’m not the one who can’t hold down a relationship for longer than a lease.”

He took the hit, but his eyes never left hers. “That’s because I don’t like being bored. Or comfortable.”

Lena was about to volley back when he interrupted. “You know, I’ve thought about you every week since you disappeared.”

It’s not a confession, it’s a statement of fact. He said it like he’s just now noticing the weather.

Lena opened her mouth, closed it. “Every week?”

He nodded. “Sometimes every day. Depends on what I’m doing with my hands.”

She nearly choked on the coffee. He watched, delighted, as she coughed once, twice, and wiped her lips with the back of her hand.

“Jesus, Daniel. You’re even less subtle than before.”

He leaned in, elbows on the table. “You didn’t come here for subtle.”

His knee pressed against hers under the table, just for a second, but it’s enough to short out her train of thought. She tried to counter, moved her foot away, but he matched her, then held the pressure.

“Do you remember the hotel bar in Minneapolis?” he asked, voice low enough that only she can hear.

Lena nods, instantly. She remembers the cool feel of his hands on her knees, the bathroom stall, the sound of her own pulse in her ears.

He sees the answer on her face. “I think about that night a lot,” he says. “Sometimes in meetings. Sometimes when I’m driving. Always when I’m with someone else.”

His voice is quiet, but the weight of it pins her to the chair.

She swallows, hard. She can feel the sweat prickling at the back of her neck, the heat creeping down her sternum and pooling between her thighs.

The waitress returns with his espresso. Daniel thanks her, not even glancing up.

“Is this why you wanted to see me?” Lena asks, but her voice doesn’t carry the bite she wants it to.

Daniel stirs his drink with a slow, surgical precision. “I wanted to see if you’re as sharp as I remember. Or if marriage dulled your edge.”

She bristles. “You’re the one who wanted me married, remember?”

He raises an eyebrow. “I wanted you happy. I never said I wanted you unavailable.”

He lets that hang between them.

Lena glances around the café. No one is listening. To everyone else, they look like old colleagues, maybe exes trying to play nice. She wonders if anyone would guess, just by looking, that she’s wet under the table, that her heart is racing so fast she can barely keep her hands still.

He reaches across, takes her hand in his. His skin is cool, his grip tight.

“Tell me you haven’t missed me,” he says.

She tries to pull away, but he holds her there, thumb circling her wrist in slow, hypnotic patterns.

“I haven’t,” she lies.

He smiles, but the eyes stay locked, dead serious. “You’re a terrible liar, Lena.”

She wants to say something clever, wants to reestablish control, but her body betrays her. Her nipples harden, obvious even through the layers of her blouse, and Daniel notices. He always notices.

He lets go, sits back. “I could fuck you on this table and you’d still pretend it never happened.”

“Try it,” she whispers, surprising even herself.

He laughs, low and dark. “Not here,” he says. “Not unless you beg.”

She holds his gaze. “I don’t beg.”

Daniel drains his espresso, sets the cup down, and taps a single finger on the rim. “You used to. Once.”

The implication is so clear it makes her thighs clench.

They sit in silence, the tension thick enough to taste. Lena wonders if the whole café is watching, if they can sense the electricity radiating from their table, or if the world is still oblivious.

Daniel stands, stretching just enough to make his shirt ride up, exposing a sliver of abdomen. “Walk with me,” he says, like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

She hesitates, only for a moment. She leaves a tip on the table and follows, her breath shallow, her hands shaking just a little.

He waits at the door, holds it open, and as she passes, his hand finds the small of her back, a gentle, possessive pressure.

The sunlight outside is blinding. She’s never felt more awake.

“Where to?” she asks.

He shrugs. “Let’s get some air,” he says, his tone making it clear what he really wants.

Lena laughs, but the sound is raw. “Lead the way.”

She falls into step beside him, feeling the city collapse to just the space between their bodies.

# Scene 2

The city’s in full afternoon overdrive—honking, sweating, joggers and dog walkers sharing the same broken sidewalk. Daniel navigates the chaos like a shark, carving a line through the crowd without so much as a sidestep. Lena’s half a pace behind, the memory of his hand on her back still tingling like static. Every time he glances at her, she feels like an X-ray: bare and blinking under his gaze.

He cuts left, down a side street lined with delivery vans and dumpsters, the air thick with fried food and hot concrete. The sound of the main drag fades, replaced by the low hum of traffic and the occasional wail of a distant siren. Lena wonders if he’s walking at random, but the rhythm of his stride says otherwise. She watches his hands, the flex of his wrist as he rolls a coin between his fingers—fidgeting, but in control.

She’s about to ask where they’re going when Daniel grabs her by the elbow, hard enough to leave a print. He pulls her into a recessed doorway, then further, down a short corridor of brick and shadow that stinks of cigarettes and stale rain.

He doesn’t say a word.

He pins her against the wall, the cool grit of brick pressing through her blouse, and kisses her like he’s trying to erase the last two years from her mouth. It’s not a greeting, not even a question—just pure consumption. His tongue parts her lips; his teeth find the spot beneath her ear that used to make her knees buckle. She hears herself moan, embarrassingly loud, and clamps her hand over his wrist to steady herself.

Daniel’s other hand skims up her thigh, riding high before she’s ready. His palm is rough, insistent, and he’s got her skirt bunched around her hips before she can protest.

“Daniel, fuck—” she gasps, but he swallows the word, his tongue shoving it back down her throat.

He slides his hand further, two fingers pressing the damp cotton of her underwear against her slit, and Lena’s whole body jolts like a circuit’s been closed. He holds her there, grinding his palm in slow, agonizing circles until she has to bite down on his shoulder to keep from screaming.

“You’re soaked,” he whispers, lips brushing the edge of her jaw. “Are you going to tell me you don’t want this?”

She shakes her head, but the truth is she’s not sure what she wants. She’s terrified someone will see them—there’s daylight pouring in from the alley’s mouth, and anyone walking by could turn and catch her with her legs spread, Daniel’s hand shoved halfway up her skirt.

She looks past his shoulder, out to the street, and for a second locks eyes with a guy smoking a cigarette twenty yards away. He flicks the ash, glances away, and keeps moving, but the rush of exposure spikes through her like a drug. Her thighs clamp tighter around Daniel’s hand; he laughs, dark and low.

“I remember this,” he says, still moving his fingers in slow, relentless circles. “You always wanted to be good. But you’re not. Not really.”

She wants to say fuck you, but all she can do is shudder, her hands fisting in his shirt. Her ass is pressed so hard into the wall she can feel the texture of every single brick. Daniel’s mouth is at her throat, his breath hot, and she’s never felt less in control of her own body.

He yanks her underwear to the side, slides two fingers in, all the way. Lena gasps, digging her nails into his arm so hard she wonders if he’ll bleed.

“I’m going to take you upstairs,” he murmurs, voice just above a growl. “I’m going to fuck you until you can’t walk. And you’re going to beg for it, just like you always did.”

She wants to deny it, wants to tell him to slow down, but her cunt is squeezing around his fingers, her hips rolling to meet his thrusts. She’s wet enough to soak through her panties, and he’s smiling, watching her come apart in a dingy alleyway like a hungry animal.

He withdraws, licks his fingers clean, and wipes the rest on her thigh. Then he straightens his shirt, offers his arm, and says, “Ready?”

She can barely stand, but she follows, steps unsteady on the cracked pavement. He walks her out of the alley like nothing happened. She wonders if her face is as flushed as it feels; she wonders if anyone passing by can smell the sex in the air, the raw, animal stench of it.

They’re only two blocks from the hotel. Daniel slows as they approach, eyeing the heavy glass doors and the bellhop stationed outside with a look of lazy contempt.

“Still married?” he asks, as if the last five minutes never happened.

Lena nods, biting the inside of her cheek.

He shrugs. “Me too, technically. Life’s funny.”

He holds the door for her, lets her walk in first. The air inside is arctic, laced with the scent of lilies and fresh carpet. Lena tries to smooth her skirt, but it’s wrinkled, twisted, the waistband riding up obscenely high. She’s not sure if she’s more embarrassed or more turned on.

The elevator is empty. Daniel hits the button for the top floor, then turns to face her, boxing her into the corner.

“Do you want to stop?” he asks, voice gentle but the eyes just as predatory as ever.

She shakes her head, mute.

He kisses her, softer this time, and tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. The doors open, and he leads her down the carpeted hallway, the click of his shoes syncopated with her heartbeat.

At the room, he doesn’t fumble with the key card. He slides it in one smooth motion, then ushers her inside.

He closes the door, and the world disappears.

# Scene 3

Daniel doesn’t say anything when he closes the door, just drops his keys and wallet on the credenza like a man arriving home after a long day. The room is generic, plush—king bed, blackout curtains, a window big enough to frame the city in neon. Lena barely has time to look before he’s on her, hands at her shoulders, spinning her into the nearest wall.

His mouth is everywhere at once: jaw, throat, collarbone. He sucks hard, leaving bruises on purpose, and she’s trembling so violently she can’t tell if she’s afraid or just hungry. He fumbles with her blouse, yanking it free at the collar until the buttons scatter across the carpet like dice. She barely registers the sound, her brain shorted out by the feel of his hands and the insistent, rhythmic grind of his hips into hers.

He strips her down with clinical efficiency—blouse, skirt, bra. She’s wearing nothing but the ruined scraps of her dignity when he shoves her up against the window, hands flattening her palms against the cold, flawless glass.

“Look,” he says, his lips at her ear, voice dark and soft. “You could wave to them.”

She does, almost, but her wrists are pinned too tight to move. The city sprawls out below, oblivious, a thousand lives flickering in and out of the dusk. She wonders if any of them can see her breasts pressed to the window, nipples hard from fear or air or both. Daniel’s hand finds her thigh, then higher, tugging her panties down in a single, rough motion.

He fucks her with his fingers first—two, then three—sliding them in so deep she can’t help the animal sound that escapes her. He knows exactly where to press, exactly how to curl, and when he finds her clit he teases it with slow, brutal circles until she’s shaking, legs threatening to give out. She feels the first orgasm building, an electric tide, and she wants to fight it but he won’t let her.

“Come for me,” he whispers, biting the lobe of her ear. “Now.”

She comes, loud and involuntary, the sound muffled only by the window. Her legs go out from under her, but he catches her, lifts her, pins her to the glass. Her cheek is pressed flat against the surface, breath fogging it up in frantic bursts. She’s vaguely aware of Daniel’s belt unbuckling, the sharp sound of his zipper, and then he’s inside her, thick and hot and relentless.

He holds her up with one arm, the other around her throat, not choking but reminding her he could if he wanted to. He fucks her slow at first, letting her feel every inch, then faster, the slap of his hips against her ass echoing in the cavernous silence of the room. Every thrust pushes her harder into the window; she wonders if they’ll have to Windex it before the next guest.

He pulls out before he comes, turns her around, and kisses her hard. She tastes blood—hers or his, she can’t tell. He lifts her by the thighs, carries her to the bed, and throws her down, face first into the pillows.

“Stay,” he commands, and she does, because the alternative is unthinkable.

He spreads her legs, fingers digging into the soft flesh of her hips, and lines up again. The angle is different now, deeper, and she cries out as he slams into her. He fucks her harder this time, hands alternating between spanking her ass and squeezing her breasts, the rhythm brutal and inexorable. She loses count of how many times she comes; by the third, she’s sobbing into the pillow, not sure if it’s pain or joy.

Daniel comes with a grunt, holds himself there for a moment, then collapses beside her, breath sawing in and out like he’s been running.

They don’t move for a long time. She feels every muscle trembling, every nerve ending raw. Her skin is covered in sweat and fingerprints and smears of lipstick; her hair is a disaster. She wants to hate him, wants to hate herself, but all she feels is an endless, animal satisfaction.

After a while, Daniel rolls over and kisses her again, softer this time. He props himself up on one elbow and looks down at her, something like pride in his face.

“You’re still the best I’ve ever had,” he says.

She laughs, but it comes out as a sob.

He stands, stretches, and walks to the bathroom. She hears the shower start, the rattle of glass as he fumbles with the tap. When he calls her in, she almost says no, but she’s already on her feet, legs shaky, following the sound of water and the promise of something clean.

The bathroom fills with steam in seconds. Daniel is naked, cock still half-hard, hair plastered to his forehead. He pulls her in under the spray, pins her to the tile, and fucks her again—this time with the urgency burned off, a slow, grinding torture that makes her whimper and claw at his back. He kisses her the entire time, and when he comes, he bites down on her shoulder so hard she feels the teeth marks for hours after.

They clean each other up in silence, his hands gentle now, careful with the bruises he left. When they finish, they dry off and collapse back onto the bed, the sheets tangled and wet beneath them.

Lena lies there, staring at the ceiling, the city now a sea of lights beyond the window. She traces the outline of Daniel’s hand on her thigh, the marks already starting to fade.

For a moment, she lets herself believe this is enough. That the hunger will stay sated, that she can go home tomorrow and pretend it never happened.

But she knows better.

She always has.

# Scene 4

The hotel room is a wreck: sheets twisted, towels puddled on the floor, Lena’s panties somewhere under the king bed. She finds them by the window, half-stuck to the glass, a wet imprint of her former self staring out at the city. She peels them off and slips them on, every movement reminding her of the bruises Daniel left—on her hips, her thighs, the soft inside of her arm.

She’s sore, everywhere. The good kind, the kind that lingers for days like a rumor. She sits on the edge of the bed to catch her breath, and Daniel reaches over, fingers tracing the red marks he left on her neck.

“You okay?” he asks, voice thick with sleep.

She nods, not trusting her voice.

He grins, then rolls onto his back and stretches, arms above his head, unabashedly naked. He watches her get dressed, eyes never leaving her body even as she fumbles with the buttons of her ruined blouse. She tries to flatten her hair, but it’s hopeless; she gives up and twists it into a knot, letting a few strands fall wild.

Daniel doesn’t bother with the pretense of modesty. He lights a cigarette, blowing smoke rings toward the ceiling, one hand absently stroking himself as if he’s contemplating a round two. He’s perfectly at home, perfectly content. It makes her want to hit him, or fuck him again, or both.

She tugs on her skirt, tries to smooth the wrinkles, but nothing helps. She can feel Daniel’s scent all over her—cologne, sweat, that unmistakable musk that always drove her crazy. She checks her phone; two missed calls from Mike, one from her mom, and a text from Ellie: “You alive?”

She almost laughs. She wants to believe she is.

Daniel props himself up on an elbow. “Was it worth it?”

She looks away, pretending to be fascinated by the skyline. “It’s just closure,” she says, and even she hears the lie in it.

He laughs, not unkind. “You keep telling yourself that.”

She gathers her things—the shredded blouse, the battered purse, the dignity she left in the elevator—and heads for the door. Daniel watches her go, still smiling that lazy, wolfish smile.

“See you around,” he calls, and she hates how much she wants to believe it.

She doesn’t answer. She leaves the room, walks down the carpeted hallway, and tries to reconstruct herself in the reflection of every glass panel she passes. Her nipples are still hard under the thin fabric of her blouse, her pulse hammering in her wrists, her thighs sticky with the memory of him.

She rides the elevator down, checks her phone again, and this time she types a reply: “Alive. Home soon.”

She steps into the sun-drenched lobby, head high, heart racing.

She tells herself it’s over. But she knows better.

She always has.


Chapter 9: The Distance Between Us
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They lay together in the aftermath, not quite touching, the cooling sweat on their skin forming a sticky, invisible film. The only light in the room was the bedside lamp—Lena’s choice—a low-wattage bulb that made the walls look jaundiced and the sheets like they belonged in a hospital. On the nightstand, two water glasses and a single white pill bottle stood sentry over the debris of their evening: a tangle of phone chargers, a dog-eared paperback, the remnants of a Kind bar wrapper.

Lena lay on her back, arms above her head, fingers laced and pressed flat against the headboard as if to keep from floating off the bed. Mike was propped on his side, head in one palm, the other arm folded tight across his chest like a seatbelt. They hadn’t spoken since the final, stuttering exhalation that marked the end of sex—just the shuffling sounds of two people resuming their separate shapes.

It was Lena who broke the silence first. She took a shallow breath, exhaled through her nose, and said, “I don’t think we’re supposed to feel like this afterward.”

Mike’s head jerked back, as if she’d startled him mid-nap. “Like what?”

She turned, her profile sharp and inscrutable in the half-light. “Like we’re the ones cheating.”

A beat of silence. Mike rolled onto his back, staring at the ceiling. There was a water stain in the corner, a relic from the last time the upstairs neighbor’s bathtub had overflowed.

“I know,” he said. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

He turned his head, met her gaze. She was watching him, but her eyes were blank—neither hostile nor forgiving. Just waiting.

Mike ran a hand through his hair, the sweat making it stand up in wild, spiky clumps. “Do you ever wish you could turn it off?” he asked. “All of it? Like, just go back to how we were before?”

She didn’t answer right away. She pushed herself upright, dragging the sheet with her. The fabric wrapped around her hips, baring her torso and the scattered, angry red marks where he’d grabbed her too tight.

“I don’t,” she said, voice low. “I can’t. I’ve been… rewired, I think. Everything’s different now.”

He looked at her, really looked—shoulders hunched, hair in a messy fan across her collarbone, lips swollen from kissing or biting or both. “I don’t want to go back, either,” he said, and it was the first honest thing he’d managed in weeks.

Lena’s mouth quirked up, just a millimeter. “Then why do we keep pretending we can?”

He shrugged, helpless. “Easier. Or it was. Now it just feels stupid.”

She nodded, as if he’d validated some unspoken theorem. “I miss you,” she said, and he couldn’t tell if she meant the old him or the person in bed beside her.

“I’m right here,” he replied, and regretted the cliché instantly.

She laughed, but the sound was brittle. “Are you?”

He looked away, embarrassed. “Not always.”

She uncapped the water bottle and took a long drink. Her hands shook, but she pretended not to notice. “Mike,” she said, and his name sounded heavier than it ever had. “Are you mad about Ellie?”

He flinched. “No,” he lied, but not convincingly.

She set the glass down. “Be mad, then. I’d rather you scream at me than—” She stopped, searching for the word. “—than check out.”

He thought about that, about the way his mind had been on a dimmer switch for months now, never fully on, always dialed down to a bearable wattage. He wanted to tell her he was trying, but what was the point? She knew already.

“I’m not mad at you,” he said, and this time it felt true. “I’m mad that I can’t stop thinking about her. About you with her. And that it makes me want you more, even when I don’t want it to.”

She nodded, slow. “It’s fucked up.”

He almost smiled. “Yeah. It is.”

They sat in the lull, the sound of the old radiator gurgling beneath the window, the city outside a low, constant murmur. Mike stared at the mole on Lena’s shoulder, the one she’d always hated, and remembered the first time he’d traced it with his tongue. He wondered if Ethan—if Daniel—had done the same.

He reached for her hand, not sure what he was doing until his fingers closed around her wrist. She looked surprised, then relaxed, letting her hand flop into his palm. He squeezed, gentle at first, then tighter, like he could anchor her there.

“Can we…” He started, stopped. “Can we try to do this right, from now on?”

She arched an eyebrow. “Define right.”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Honest, maybe. With each other. With everyone else.”

She squeezed back, testing the boundaries. “You want to tell everyone about us? About what we’re doing?”

He thought about it, imagined the conversation at Thanksgiving, the look on his mother’s face when Lena explained that, actually, she had a boyfriend and a girlfriend, and that Mike was totally cool with it. He felt a jolt of panic, then a sliver of excitement.

“I think I do,” he said, surprised by how much he meant it.

Lena’s eyes went wide, then softened. “You’re insane,” she said, but the words were tender.

He laughed, the first real laugh in days. “Probably.”

She leaned in, pressing her forehead to his. Her hair tickled his nose, and he felt the static cling of her skin against his. “You’re sure?”

He nodded, and the movement dislodged the hair from her face. “I want you. Even when it hurts. Especially then.”

She pulled back, just enough to look him in the eye. “You mean that?”

He tried to answer, but she kissed him, slow and hungry. He let her, let the heat build until the rest of the world receded.

When they broke apart, she was smiling. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s do it right.”

They lay back down, this time with their bodies tangled, hands laced together on the pillow. The lamp cast a golden halo over the sheets, and for the first time in weeks, Mike felt awake.

He closed his eyes, breathing in the scent of her hair and the promise of what came next.

Outside, the city kept moving. Inside, they stayed exactly where they were.

#

It was the kind of darkness that made everything feel new. No streetlights filtered up from the alley, and the bedroom lamp had been flicked off, leaving only the faintest blue-gray fan of moonlight bleeding through the gap in the blackout curtains. The clock read 3:22, the numbers ghostly in the void. Lena’s eyes ached with the effort of adjusting.

Mike was still awake beside her, she could tell from the tension in his body. Not the rigid, brittle alertness she remembered from their fights, but a low, coiled energy, like he’d taken their conversation and soldered it somewhere under his skin.

She lay on her stomach, face mashed into the pillow, sheet pulled low across her ass. She was almost asleep when she felt his hand, light as static, tracing her spine from the base of her skull to the small of her back.

“Are you up?” His voice was soft enough that she could ignore it, if she wanted.

“Yeah,” she said into the pillow, not moving.

His palm hovered, then pressed flat between her shoulder blades, the warmth of him radiating through the sweat-slicked skin. He started to move his thumb in slow, precise circles, kneading the knots she’d been building for weeks.

“Too hard?” he asked, fingers digging in a fraction more.

“Don’t stop,” she said, and meant it.

He spent a minute or two there, working the muscles loose, the motion hypnotic. She felt her breath even out, the tightness in her chest dissolve. It was the first time in forever that she hadn’t wanted to flinch from his touch.

He shifted, sliding his knees alongside her hips, weight settling on the mattress. His hands moved up, working her shoulders, thumbs pressing into the traps. When he leaned over her, his cock brushed the dip in her back, already half-hard and getting harder. She tried to ignore it, but the touch sent a line of heat zipping down her thighs.

Mike bent forward, lips at her ear. “You smell like salt and sleep,” he whispered, and she almost laughed at how corny it sounded, but instead she just breathed it in.

He kissed her neck, then lower, his mouth following the path his hands had mapped. He kissed the mole on her shoulder, the scar from a childhood bike crash just under her scapula, the tiny birthmark above her left hip. She kept waiting for him to fuck up, to rush ahead or veer off script, but he just kept going, slow and careful, not demanding anything back.

When he got to the edge of the sheet, he hooked a finger under the hem and peeled it down, exposing her completely. The air was cool, but his mouth was hot. He kissed a line down her spine, pausing at the dimples above her ass, then lower, nipping at the curve of her hip. Lena felt herself tense and relax, over and over, caught in the liminal space between wanting and not wanting to give in.

He pulled her up, just a little, so her knees tucked under and her ass was up, chest still pressed to the mattress. She felt the warmth of his breath first, then the wet brush of his tongue tracing a line down the center of her, slow as syrup. He spread her with both hands, thumbs digging into the meat of her thighs, and licked from the base of her cunt to the tip of her clit, never the same rhythm twice. He’d always been good at this, but tonight there was something different—no show, no performance, just focus, reverence. Like he was trying to memorize her from the inside out.

She reached back, grabbed his hair, and pulled him tighter. He groaned into her, the vibration setting off an electric tingle that radiated up her spine. He ate her like he was starved, tongue flat and wide, then pointed and fast, then slow again. He brought two fingers up, slicked them in her, then curled them forward until she gasped. He took his time, switching between tongue and fingers, never letting her fully settle, keeping her right at the edge.

When she started to shake, he eased up, backed off, then came at her again, harder. She could feel her body winding tight, every muscle drawn up and ready to snap. She clenched around his fingers, moaning into the mattress, and when the orgasm finally hit, it was so sharp and bright she thought she might bite through her own tongue.

He didn’t stop, not right away. He licked her through the aftershocks, slow and gentle, like he wanted to soothe every raw nerve. When he finally pulled back, he dragged his tongue up her spine, licking the sweat and come off her skin until he reached the base of her neck. He lay down on top of her, the weight of him pinning her to the mattress, his cock pressed between her ass cheeks, leaking against her skin.

She twisted, rolling to her side, and he let her go. They faced each other, close enough to feel each breath. She reached for his dick, wrapped her hand around it, and stroked him slow, matching the rhythm he’d set on her.

He watched her, eyes dark in the moonlight. “I want you,” he said, and it wasn’t a threat or a dare, just a fact.

“Then take me,” she said, and meant it.

He slid inside her, slow at first, stretching her open inch by inch. She gasped at the fullness, the way he filled her completely. They rocked together, no rush, just the slow build of friction and heat. She wrapped her legs around his waist, locking her ankles at the base of his spine, pulling him deeper with every thrust.

He looked at her, really looked, and for the first time in weeks, she didn’t look away. They held the gaze, eyes locked, as he fucked her, the pressure building between them until it was all she could feel.

When she came again, it was quieter, more focused, like a wave rolling in slow and high before crashing over her. He followed a second later, the pulse of him filling her, his breath stuttering as he emptied out inside her.

They stayed like that, tangled and sticky and spent, neither in a hurry to move.

After a while, Mike rolled to his back, dragging her with him so she lay draped across his chest. He stroked her hair, slow and absent, tracing little circles on her scalp. She listened to the thud of his heart, the sound of his breath coming down.

Lena felt a strange, bone-deep calm settle in. Like she’d been emptied out and filled with something else, something she couldn’t name.

They lay in the dark, the moonlight painting soft stripes across their skin, and for the first time in a long time, Lena felt like she was exactly where she was supposed to be.

She closed her eyes, and let herself be held.

#

The next day arrived pale and stifling, sunlight pressing against the office windows in greasy, overexposed rectangles. Lena sat at her desk, a legal pad and her best black-ink pen lined up parallel to the keyboard. The rest of the room was its usual chaos: swatches taped to the wall, a mess of sticky notes, a mug half-full of something she’d forgotten to drink.

She’d showered, then dressed in Mike’s old Cornell t-shirt and a pair of gym shorts that barely covered the marks on her thighs. The air still smelled faintly of sweat and last night’s sex, a fugitive scent that clung to her even after two rounds with the loofah.

At 9:18 a.m., she opened the legal pad to a blank page and, with a kind of ceremony, wrote: New Journal. Underlined it twice, then immediately cringed at the performative neatness of her own handwriting.

The first entry was supposed to be a ritual—purge the old, document the new, keep a record in case she ever needed to remind herself of what she’d survived. She’d been telling herself for weeks that she was going to do this, that the only way forward was through, but the moment the pen hovered over the page, her hand started shaking.

She scrawled the date, then sat there, watching her own knuckles go white.

Finally, she wrote: Last night, Mike and I talked for real. For the first time in months, it felt like we were actually in the same room.

She paused. She listened for the sound of the neighbor’s blender through the wall, the distant bark of the dog down in 3C. When nothing interrupted her, she kept writing.

He massaged my back before he touched me. Took his time. No rush, no finish line. I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, but it didn’t. For a second, I remembered what it felt like to be the only person in his head.

She hesitated again, then set the pen down and flexed her fingers. The muscles ached from how tightly she’d been holding it.

She closed her eyes and replayed the night—the taste of Mike’s mouth, the way his hands had moved as if rediscovering her body. The eye contact, that rarest of currencies, which had almost undone her completely.

Lena picked up the pen and wrote: I can’t decide if it’s better or worse when he looks at me like that. Like he sees the whole blueprint of who I am, and still wants to build something on top of it.

She let herself laugh at the line. It sounded like Ellie, or maybe her therapist. Either way, it was true.

She flipped to a new page, wrote ETHAN in capital letters, then circled it. The memory of him was softer, grainier, like an old photograph sun-bleached at the edges. She let herself float in it for a minute, let the sweetness of it overtake the shame.

She wrote: His hands were always warm, and he never rushed. He never asked for anything I wasn’t already offering. He said I was ‘volcanic’ once and I wanted to tell him it’s because he only saw the smoke, not the fire.

Lena paused, then crossed out the last line and replaced it with: Sometimes I wish I’d met him later, when I knew how to ask for what I wanted.

She stopped again, pinched the bridge of her nose until stars burst behind her eyelids.

She turned to the next page, thought about starting fresh, but her hand hovered. Instead she wrote: I dreamed about Daniel last week. (I know.) It wasn’t sexual, or maybe it was and I just can’t admit it even here. I keep thinking I’ve scraped him out of me, but there’s always a splinter left. Even when I don’t say his name.

She blinked, then, and for a second her vision doubled.

She sat back in her chair, dropped the pen, and listened to the sound it made rolling off the desktop. She let her mind wander, cataloguing the small aches: the soreness between her legs, the hollow drumbeat in her chest, the low-grade hum that seemed to vibrate in her bones whenever she thought about what she’d done.

She picked up the pen again. Wrote: I want to be a person who tells the truth, even when it’s ugly. Especially then.

She let that hang, the finality of it oddly comforting.

She closed the notebook and tapped the cover with her fingernail, like she was sealing something in.

The sunlight kept shifting across the desk, brighter now, warming her arms, making the sweat bead at her hairline. Lena stood, stretched, and felt the bones in her back crack like popcorn. She padded to the kitchen, poured herself a glass of water, drank it in one gulp.

She opened the window a few inches, letting the noise of the city pour in: car alarms, a burst of music from a passing bike, someone yelling about a parking ticket. It made her feel less alone, the reminder that outside her own head was a world full of chaos and joy and the idiot persistence of other people.

She went back to the desk, picked up the journal, and flipped to a fresh page. She started a list.

Things I want (today):

— To be touched like I matter.

— To come so hard I forget my own name.

— To tell the truth to someone who won’t flinch.

— To remember what I liked before I decided to be a wife.

— To stop apologizing for what I want.

She reread it, then added, in small letters at the bottom:

— To be forgiven, but mostly by myself.

Lena closed the journal, set it face-down, and watched the sun crawl across the floor. She felt lighter, as if the act of writing had siphoned some of the poison out of her blood.

She thought about calling Ellie, about inviting her over for coffee, but decided against it. Not today.

She decided, instead, to go back to bed. She left the legal pad open on the desk, let it marinate in the daylight, the fresh ink glistening on the page.

She climbed under the covers, wrapped herself in the leftover scent of last night, and for the first time in a long time, let herself sleep until noon.

When she woke, it was to the taste of her own skin, and the knowledge that, whatever else she’d been, she’d finally been honest.


Chapter 10: Shadows Return

[image: ]

Lena padded barefoot down the hallway, the distant hush of the city muffled by blackout curtains and the closed bedroom door. Mike had set the lamp to its lowest setting, a honeyed oval that made everything—his skin, the sheets, the half-empty glasses of water—look dipped in gold. She paused in the doorway, arms crossed, feeling the sudden, acute awareness of her own body: the scratch of her T-shirt against her nipples, the faint sticky residue on her inner thighs, the soreness that mapped last night’s bruises like a Braille invitation.

Mike stood at the dresser, his back to her. He wore only boxers, his shoulders sloped in a way that made her ache for him, even now. On the dresser top, an old towel, a small glass bottle with no label, and a candle guttering beside them. He poured the oil into his palm—clear, viscous, expensive enough to leave her skin smelling like someone else’s life. He rubbed his hands together, then turned.

She watched him scan her, the flicker of want in his eyes shadowed by nerves. He set the bottle down and crossed the room in three strides. He didn’t say anything, not yet. Instead, he took the hem of her shirt between two fingers, slow and questioning.

“Are you sure?” he asked, voice rougher than she remembered.

She nodded, a small, sharp motion. “Yeah. I want this.”

He peeled the shirt off, careful not to snag the fabric on her hair. Her nipples pebbled instantly, gooseflesh radiating down her arms. She felt the cold, the exposure, and the pulse of anticipation all at once. Mike’s gaze lingered at her collarbone, then down—like he was memorizing her anew.

“Lie down,” he said, softer.

She climbed onto the bed, the sheets still warm from the dryer. She settled on her stomach, arms above her head, cheek pressed to the pillow. The position felt clinical, almost childlike; she heard herself giggle, then choke it off.

Mike knelt on the mattress, one knee bracketing her thigh. The heat of his body burned through the cotton of his boxers. She felt his hands hover an inch above her shoulders—then the first touch, palms hot, oil-slicked, pressing down with more force than she expected.

“Okay?” he checked.

She exhaled. “Yeah. More.”

He obeyed, working his thumbs into the knot behind her shoulder blade, then up her neck to the base of her skull. The pain was immediate, sharp, then dissolved into something that felt like surrender. He dug deeper, rolling the tension out of each muscle, then swept down her back, tracing every rib, every notch in her spine.

The oil’s scent—sweet almond, a hint of orange—filled the air. His hands found the small of her back, then moved lower, kneading the flesh just above her ass. She arched into the touch, shameless. Her legs drifted apart, knees splaying, exposing the rest of her to the air.

Mike’s fingers lingered at the waistband of her panties. “These stay?” he asked.

She shook her head, cheek grinding into the pillow. “No.”

He peeled them down, slow, then off—tossing them somewhere behind him. She was naked now, her skin gleaming in the lamp’s light, every curve accentuated by a film of oil and the pink flush that spread from her chest down to her thighs.

He started again, this time working both hands over her ass, thumbs digging in, then trailing down the backs of her legs, the tendons of her knees, the tight calves she’d never managed to stretch enough. He squeezed, stroked, then worked his way back up, his knuckles grazing the wetness gathering at the seam of her thighs.

She couldn’t help it; she moaned, soft at first, then louder when he started kneading her inner thighs, inching closer to where she wanted him. Every nerve in her body was awake, every muscle tensed for the next move.

Mike slid both hands under her hips, fingers splayed, and lifted her just enough to part her legs further. He ducked his head and kissed the small of her back, then licked a slow, deliberate line down her spine to the tailbone. He nipped at her ass cheek, just hard enough to leave a mark, then kissed it better.

“Jesus,” Lena breathed, barely audible.

He reached between her legs, sliding two fingers through her slickness, then circled her clit with a feather-light touch. She gasped, hips bucking up, and he pressed her back down, pinning her to the mattress.

He started to finger her—slow, shallow thrusts, each one dragging a little more sound out of her. She felt herself leaking, the oil and her own wet mixing into a mess that dripped onto the towel beneath her. She didn’t care. She wanted more.

He kept at it, never rushing, always on the edge of teasing. Every time she got close, he’d back off, move his hand away, return to massaging her thighs until she calmed. The cycle repeated, over and over, and with each denial the pressure inside her grew, coiling tight, waiting to snap.

At some point she started begging, not even aware of the words spilling out of her mouth. “Please, Mike, please—I need it, I’m so close—”

He just hummed, noncommittal, and kept working her with his hands, alternating between tenderness and torment.

When she tried to reach back, to grab his wrist or guide him in, he gently but firmly pushed her arm away.

“Wait,” he said. “Let me.”

She nodded, face mashed into the pillow, tears pricking at the corners of her eyes from the frustration, the want.

He edged her again, this time adding a third finger, scissoring her open until she whined, hips writhing. He pressed the heel of his palm to her clit and ground down, hard, just the way she liked. The orgasm built so fast she almost missed it, but at the last second he pulled his hand away, leaving her teetering on the brink.

She sobbed, guttural and raw. “Mike. Please. I can’t—”

He shushed her, stroking her hair. “You can.”

He climbed off the bed, wiped his hands on the towel, and opened the nightstand drawer. Lena twisted to look, saw him retrieve the soft, gray restraints they’d ordered online months ago but never used. Her heart stuttered, then started pounding so loud she was sure he could hear it.

“Is this okay?” he asked, holding up the cuffs.

She swallowed, hard. “Yes. Fuck. Yes.”

He guided her arms above her head, then cuffed each wrist to the slats of the headboard. The material was soft—fleece-lined, no bite—but the symbolism of it sent a jolt through her, a shiver that had nothing to do with fear.

He ran a finger down her back, pausing at each vertebra. “Tell me if you want to stop.”

She didn’t answer, didn’t need to.

He started over, this time on his knees between her legs, tongue flat against her pussy, licking from asshole to clit in slow, deliberate stripes. She lost her mind, bucking against his face, desperate for friction. He alternated between eating her out and fingering her, always keeping her just shy of release, always pulling back at the last second.

The frustration was exquisite—so intense it bordered on pain, a throbbing ache that radiated from her core to every limb. She started cursing him, yelling into the pillow, the words slurred by need.

“Fuck you, Mike, let me—fuck—let me come—”

He responded by pinning her hips harder, holding her in place as he flicked her clit with his tongue, then slowed again, keeping her on the razor’s edge.

She could feel the sweat dripping down her sides, her hair plastered to her face, the oil smeared everywhere. She was a mess, a raw nerve, nothing but sensation and desperation.

He edged her three more times, each one crueler than the last. By the fourth, she was crying—real tears, hot and humiliating. She barely noticed when he unhooked the cuffs and flipped her onto her back.

He climbed on top, straddling her chest, and guided his cock into her mouth. She sucked him greedily, desperate to please, to distract herself from the pulsing agony between her legs. He let her, fucking her mouth slow, then pulled out and slid down her body, lining himself up at her entrance.

He didn’t tease this time. He pushed in, slow at first, then all at once, filling her so completely she saw stars. He grabbed her ankles and bent her in half, pressing her knees to her chest. The angle was brutal, perfect.

He fucked her hard, the slap of skin on skin echoing in the room. She clawed at his back, nails digging trenches in his shoulders. She screamed, and he covered her mouth with his palm, not to silence but to anchor her.

“Come for me,” he said, voice low and urgent.

She obeyed, the orgasm hitting so hard it left her blind, her whole body convulsing in waves. She screamed into his hand, legs shaking, every muscle locked up. He kept going, fucking her through it, until she came again, a smaller aftershock that left her sobbing.

He finally stopped, collapsed on top of her, both of them slick with sweat and oil and everything else. He held her face in his hands, kissing her forehead, her cheeks, her eyelids.

“I love you,” he whispered, over and over, until she could breathe again.

She didn’t respond with words. She just clung to him, nails raking his scalp, the afterglow brighter than anything she’d felt in months.

They lay there, entangled, the lamp casting long shadows over their bodies. The room smelled like oil, like sex, like everything they’d been afraid to want.

Lena closed her eyes, and for a moment, the ache was gone.

#

They drifted on the far side of orgasm, both too spent to move. Lena curled into Mike’s chest, her cheek pressed to the damp patch where his heart hammered. She listened to the double-time thud of his pulse, the slow collapse of his lungs as the room’s air cooled and settled. He held her with both arms, as if afraid she might evaporate if he let go.

Outside, the world was still black, the window a flat rectangle broken only by the faint red glow of a distant radio tower. The city’s noise was gone, replaced by the soft creak of the radiator and the tick-tick of pipes in the wall. Inside the room, there was only the sound of their breathing—two bodies, same tempo, like they’d synced up overnight.

Mike ran his fingers down her spine, stopping at every rib, every hollow. His hands felt heavy, drugged, but careful in a way that made her shiver. He traced invisible shapes on her back—maybe letters, maybe code, maybe just the outline of who he wanted her to be.

“You okay?” he asked, voice a velvet rasp.

She nodded, nuzzled closer. “Yeah. You?”

He snorted, a shaky exhale. “I can’t feel my right arm, but otherwise, ten out of ten.”

She smiled into his chest hair. For a long moment, they just breathed.

The blue hour crept in slow, painting the ceiling with a watercolor haze. Lena stared up at it, the unfamiliar peace of the moment making her feel both weightless and pinned in place.

“I’m scared,” Mike said, barely above a whisper.

She turned her head, met his eyes—wide open, almost lucid in the half-light. “Of what?”

He shrugged, a seismic shift under her. “I don’t know. That we’ll fuck this up again. That it’s always just one night away from falling apart.”

Lena reached up, touched his face. His skin was hot, salt-slick, the faint scrape of stubble biting her palm. “We probably will,” she said. “But I’d rather mess up with you than get it perfect with anyone else.”

He kissed her forehead, slow, deliberate. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” he said, but his arms tightened around her.

“I love you,” she said, the words naked in the room.

He squeezed her, almost crushing. “I love you too. I never stopped.”

The silence that followed wasn’t heavy. It was the quiet of a place finally emptied of ghosts.

Mike’s hand traced the arch of her hip, then stilled. “Are you happy?” he asked.

She thought about it. She wanted to lie, to make it easy, but he’d asked for honesty.

“I’m…getting there,” she said. “Today helps.”

He nodded. “We’ll do more days like today.”

They lay still, their bodies slowly cooling, limbs slack but entwined. Lena flexed her toes, feeling the twinge of soreness in her calves, the sweet ache where he’d left his mark. It felt good. It felt earned.

She listened to his breathing grow softer, watched his eyes droop, then close. She memorized the shape of his nose, the curve of his mouth, the scar on his chin he’d gotten falling off his childhood bike. She ran a hand up and down his chest, fingertips gliding through the sweat and oil, writing her own story on his skin.

The city began to stir, a far-off siren, the clatter of a garbage truck three streets over. The blue light grew stronger, spilling onto the bed and turning their bodies a delicate, unreal shade.

Lena closed her eyes and matched her breath to Mike’s, the two of them inhaling and exhaling as if they’d rehearsed it.

They let the silence stretch, the sheets cooling and the day beginning, neither in a hurry to break the spell.

In the soft blue dawn, with Mike wrapped around her, Lena felt—if not whole—then at least less divided.

It was enough.

#

At some point, Lena drifted back to sleep, cocooned in Mike’s arms, lulled by the small symphony of his heartbeat and the city’s waking breath. She woke to a soft, persistent vibration on the nightstand. A phone, muted but insistent—a sound that felt both far away and already part of her dreams.

She groaned, twisted in the tangle of sheets and legs, and reached for the phone without breaking contact with Mike’s chest. The blue light of the screen made her wince. One new message.

She blinked, thumbed it open, not sure what she was expecting.

Can’t stop thinking about yesterday. When can I taste you again? – D

The shock was instant: a hot, guilty flash in her belly, a tightening between her legs so sharp she had to bite her lip. She stared at the message, pulse spiking, the words working their way under her skin like a chemical burn.

Mike’s arm tightened around her, the weight comforting, but she was suddenly aware of every molecule of space between them. She let the phone drop back to the mattress, screen down, and tried to breathe through the rush.

Mike stirred. “Everything okay?” he asked, still half-asleep.

She swallowed. “Yeah. Just spam.”

He kissed the top of her head, lips dry and warm, then rolled to his side, dragging her with him. She let herself go limp, tucked her chin against his collarbone, but her mind was elsewhere—spinning, recalibrating, trying to make sense of the reaction she couldn’t control.

She tried to will her body back into stasis, to ignore the heat pooling between her legs, but the more she fought it, the stronger it got. She squeezed her thighs together, subtle, but Mike noticed. His hand slid down her back, stopping just above her ass.

“You sure?” he asked, this time awake enough to register her tension.

She nodded, eyes closed. “Yeah. I just—my head’s not on yet.”

He made a comforting noise, then wrapped both arms around her, burying his face in her hair. The pressure helped, a little. She focused on the feel of his breath on her neck, the steady rise and fall of his chest. It was good. It was safe. She wanted it to be enough.

But the message lingered, replaying itself in her mind, every word a trigger. She pictured Daniel’s mouth—hot, relentless, always hungry—and the thought sent another jolt through her, this one so strong she felt herself clench around nothing.

She hated herself for it. Hated the way her body refused to let go, the way even now, after everything, she was still tethered to the last person she wanted to be.

She opened her eyes, blinking back tears she couldn’t explain. The early light made the room look alien, everything washed in blue and shadow.

She watched Mike sleep, the lines of his face soft, unguarded. She reached out, ran a finger along his jaw, memorized the shape of him.

She wished she could freeze the moment—make it last longer than the space between one heartbeat and the next.

The phone buzzed again. Another message. She didn’t look. She pressed her face into Mike’s chest and tried to hold on.

She was safe here. She was loved. But the other thing—the hunger, the need—wasn’t gone. It never really was.

She let herself cry, silent, the tears slicking her cheeks as she clung to Mike in the growing light.

She would tell him, someday. All of it. But not yet.

For now, she just held him, and hoped it would be enough to keep the rest at bay.

It wasn’t, and she knew it.

But she hoped, anyway.


Thanks For Reading
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