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Lauren had ordered the second glass of wine before she’d finished admitting to herself that she was stalling, that going home to an apartment with too much silence in it held all the appeal of a root canal. The bar was the kind of place with exposed brick and Edison bulbs, expensive enough to filter out anyone truly desperate but casual enough that a woman alone didn’t look like a cautionary tale. She’d worn the black dress that still had the tags cut off that morning, and she told herself it was for her, not for anyone else, though the lie tasted sweeter than the wine.

She was forty-three years old and six months divorced, and she was still getting used to the particular freedom of not having to explain herself to anyone.

That was when the first one sat down beside her, close enough that she caught the clean, expensive smell of his cologne. He had the kind of jaw that looked like it had been drawn with a ruler, dark hair pushed back in a way that suggested either genuine carelessness or forty-five minutes in front of a mirror achieving it.

“I’ve been trying to figure out what you’re drinking,” he said, nodding at her glass, “so I could pretend I know something about wine and order you another one.”

Lauren laughed before she meant to. “It’s a cabernet. You don’t need to know anything about it. You just need to buy it.”

“See, that’s exactly the kind of thing I needed you to tell me.” He flagged the bartender with two fingers, easy, unhurried. “I’m Jake.”

“Lauren.”

“Lauren.” He said it like he was testing the weight of it in his mouth. “That’s a good name. Doesn’t try too hard.”

She was still deciding whether that was a compliment when a second man appeared on her other side, effectively boxing her in, though not in a way that felt like a trap so much as an ambush of attention she hadn’t asked for and found she didn’t mind. He was leaner than Jake, sandier hair, a smile that came slower and looked, somehow, more dangerous for it.

“Please don’t tell me you’re already stealing my line,” he said to Jake, then turned to Lauren. “Ryan. I promise I have better material than whatever this guy’s using.”

“He asked about my wine.”

“God.” Ryan winced theatrically. “That’s tragic. That’s actually tragic.”

They couldn’t have been older than twenty-six, twenty-seven at the outside, and Lauren was aware of the arithmetic even as she found herself enjoying the sum of it — two men who could have been students in some class she used to chaperone, leaning into her space like she was the only interesting thing in the room. It had been a long time since anyone had looked at her like that. Her ex-husband certainly hadn’t, not for the last several years of the marriage, when his eyes had slid over her the way you looked at furniture you’d stopped noticing.

“So what’s the verdict,” she said, sipping her new drink, feeling reckless in a way she liked. “Which one of you actually has the better material?”

“Depends what you’re in the mood for,” Jake said.

“Careful,” Ryan told him. “She’s going to think we planned that.”

“Didn’t you?” Lauren asked.

Neither of them denied it, and that, more than anything, was what undid her — the sheer unbothered confidence of it, the way they didn’t scramble to cover the admission but let it sit there between the three of them like a card turned face-up on the table. She’d forgotten men could be like this, unashamed of wanting something, and she found herself leaning in rather than away.

The conversation went easy after that, the kind of talk that didn’t mean much on its own but built a heat out of proximity and attention — Jake’s hand finding the back of her stool, Ryan’s knee grazing hers under the bar and staying there, neither man in a hurry to claim more ground than the other, both of them watching her like she was the only clock in the room worth checking. She told them about the coffee shop she said she couldn’t stop going to even though the barista clearly hated her; Ryan told a long story about a camping trip that ended with someone’s tent in a lake, and Jake supplied the punchlines with an ease that told her he’d heard the story a dozen times. She laughed more than she had in months.

By the third drink she was aware of her own body in a way she hadn’t been in years — the brush of Jake’s thumb against her wrist as he reached for his glass, the warmth radiating off Ryan’s leg where it pressed against hers, deliberate now, no longer an accident of shared space. Her skin felt lit up, every point of contact a small electric event. She was aware, too, that she was flirting the way she used to flirt, before marriage had sanded that instinct down to nothing, and it felt like putting on a coat she’d forgotten she owned and finding it still fit.

“You know,” Jake said, low, leaning in so his mouth was near her ear, “my place isn’t far from here.”

He said it simply, without the nervous scaffolding men usually built around a suggestion like that — no joke to hide behind, no exit ramp offered in case she balked. Ryan didn’t look away when he said it, didn’t pretend not to have heard; he watched her face for the answer the same way Jake did, and Lauren understood, with a clarity that surprised her, exactly what was being asked and by how many people.

Six months ago she would have laughed it off, made some joke about hiring a car for her dignity’s sake, gone home alone and told the story to no one. But sitting there with the wine warm in her chest and two men waiting on her answer like she was the only thing in the world worth waiting for, she found she didn’t want to laugh it off. She didn’t want the exit ramp.

“Okay,” she said, and was surprised by how steady her voice came out. “Let’s go.”
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Jake’s apartment was on the fourth floor of a building with a doorman who didn’t look up from his phone, all steel countertops and the kind of aggressively minimal furniture that suggested either a good decorator or a recent breakup with someone who’d taken the couch. Lauren stood in the middle of the living room while Ryan poured three glasses of something amber from a bottle he clearly knew where to find, and she understood, distantly, that this wasn’t the first time the two of them had brought someone here together. The thought didn’t frighten her. If anything, it steadied her, the sense that they knew what they were doing even if she was still finding her footing.

“To make bad decisions,” Ryan said, handing her a glass.

“Speak for yourself,” Jake said, and touched his glass to hers, his eyes on her mouth the whole time.

She drank because her hands needed something to do. The apartment was quiet except for the hum of the refrigerator and the faint city noise leaking through the windows, and she was aware of both of them watching her, patient, unhurried, the way you watched something you already knew you were going to have.

Jake set his glass down first. He crossed the space between them without announcing it, and when he reached her he didn’t ask — he simply cupped her jaw with one hand, tilted her face up, and kissed her like he’d been thinking about it since the bar. His mouth was warm and certain, and Lauren felt the surprise of it travel all the way down through her chest, a heat blooming low and sudden. She kissed him back, one hand finding the front of his shirt, and over his shoulder she was aware — acutely, thrillingly aware — of Ryan standing a few feet away, glass still in hand, watching them with an expression that wasn’t jealousy at all. It was hunger, patient and certain of its turn.

When Jake finally pulled back, he didn’t step away. He kept one hand at her waist, and Ryan set his glass down on the counter and closed the distance she hadn’t realized she’d been waiting for him to close.

“My turn,” he said, and there was nothing hesitant in it.

His kiss was different — slower at first, like he wanted to prove he wasn’t in a hurry even though his hand slid to the small of her back and pulled her against him with a firmness that told a different story. Lauren felt herself go a little dizzy with it, the strangeness and the thrill of being wanted so plainly, so immediately, by two men at once, Jake’s hand still resting warm at her hip while Ryan kissed her like he intended to take his time doing it.

“You have no idea how long we’ve been talking about this,” Jake said against her ear, his voice low, and she felt the words more than heard them, a vibration against her skin.

“Since the bar?” she managed.

“Since you walked in,” Ryan said.

She laughed, breathless, and then Jake’s hands were at the zipper of her dress, and she didn’t stop him. He drew it down slowly, watching her face for any flicker of hesitation, and when he found none he peeled the fabric from her shoulders and let it pool at her feet like something she was stepping out of on purpose, which she was. Ryan’s hands came next, sliding up her sides, thumbs brushing the underside of her bra, and Lauren felt her whole body tighten with anticipation, nerve endings she’d forgotten she had lighting up one by one.

“Christ,” Jake said, low, reverent, taking her in. “Look at you.”

She should have felt self-conscious — forty-three, a body that had changed in ways she’d spent years apologizing for in her own head — but the way they looked at her left no room for apology. Ryan unhooked her bra with the kind of ease that suggested practice, and when it fell away he made a sound low in his throat that undid something in her more thoroughly than any compliment could have.

Jake bent first, his mouth finding her breast, warm and unhurried, tongue circling until she gasped, and Ryan caught the sound with his mouth on hers, kissing her deep while his hand slid down the front of her underwear, fingers finding her already slick, already aching for exactly this.

“She’s so wet,” Ryan murmured against her lips, sounding almost delighted by the discovery, and Jake made a low noise against her skin that she felt as much as heard.

They traded places without discussion, some unspoken rhythm between them, Ryan’s mouth closing over her other breast while Jake’s fingers took up where Ryan’s had left off, circling, pressing, learning exactly what made her hips buck forward. Lauren’s head fell back, a moan slipping loose before she could stop it, her fingers threading into Ryan’s hair, then Jake’s, unable to decide where to hold on, wanting to hold on to both of them at once.

“You’re gonna let us both have you,” Jake said, not quite a question, his mouth trailing up her throat.

“Yes,” she breathed, and the word came out cracked open, certain. “Yes.”

Ryan groaned against her collarbone like her answer was the only thing he’d been waiting to hear, and his fingers pressed deeper, and Lauren’s knees went weak enough that she had to grip both their shoulders to stay standing, caught between them, held up by two sets of hands that seemed to have decided, without needing to say so, that they weren’t going to let her fall.
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Somehow they made it to the bedroom, though Lauren couldn’t have said whose hands guided her there — only that her underwear was gone by the time the backs of her knees hit the mattress, and that Jake’s shirt disappeared over his head in one motion while Ryan knelt to finish undressing her, kissing a slow line down her stomach that made her breath catch and stutter.

“On your knees,” Jake said, not unkindly, and there was something in the certainty of his voice that made her obey before she’d even decided to. She turned, and Ryan was already there in front of her, naked now, and she took him into her mouth with a soft, hungry sound while behind her she felt Jake’s hands part her thighs.

“Fuck,” Jake said, low, reverent, and then he was inside her, one slow thrust that made her moan around Ryan’s cock, her whole body lighting up at once — the stretch and fullness of Jake filling her from behind, Ryan’s fingers tangling in her hair, guiding without forcing, letting her set the rhythm even as his hips rocked forward to meet her mouth.

“That’s it,” Ryan murmured, watching her, his voice gone rough. “God, look at you.”

Jake’s hands gripped her hips, and he found a rhythm that had her rocking forward onto Ryan and back onto him in the same motion, caught perfectly between them, and Lauren felt the first orgasm build faster than she expected, an urgent, climbing heat that made her moan around Ryan hard enough that he groaned and had to pull back before it was over too soon.

“She’s close,” Ryan said, sounding almost proud of it, and Jake’s fingers found her clit, circling in time with his thrusts, and that was all it took — Lauren came with a cry muffled against Ryan’s thigh, her whole body clenching around Jake, and he groaned her name — her name, not some placeholder, hers — like it meant something to him in that moment.

“Sexy fucking cougar,” Jake breathed, still moving inside her, slower now, drawing it out. “You feel that? You feel how tight you just got?”

“Don’t stop,” she managed, and he didn’t.

They switched without her quite tracking how, Ryan’s hands suddenly at her waist, easing her onto her back, and Jake settling above her shoulders so she could take him into her mouth while Ryan pushed into her, filling a different ache, one hand braced beside her head and the other trailing up to circle her nipple, rolling it between his fingers until she whimpered around Jake.

“You’re unbelievable,” Ryan said, watching his own hips move against her, watching her take Jake at the same time, like the sight of it alone might undo him. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything hotter than this.”

“Look at her,” Jake said, breathless, brushing hair back from her face with something almost tender in the gesture even as his hips rocked forward. “She’s loving every second of this. Aren’t you? Tell him how bad you wanted this.”

She couldn’t answer with her mouth full, so she answered with her body instead, arching up into Ryan’s thrusts, moaning around Jake until he cursed and had to still himself, breathing hard, not ready yet.

Ryan’s pace built, his fingers digging into her hip, and Lauren felt the second orgasm arrive differently than the first — slower, deeper, building from somewhere low in her stomach until it broke over her all at once, her cry finally escaping around Jake as she pulled back, gasping, her whole body trembling.

“There she goes,” Ryan said, grinning down at her, not slowing at all. “That’s two.”

“Don’t you dare stop,” she said, and both of them laughed, low and delighted, like she’d said something they’d been hoping to hear.

They traded again — Jake pulling her onto her hands and knees, sliding into her from behind while Ryan knelt in front of her, and this time she rode the sensation without needing anyone to tell her what to do, rocking back onto Jake, taking Ryan into her mouth with a hunger that surprised even her, both men groaning above her like she was the best thing either of them had ever felt.

“You’re so fucking hot,” Jake said, his voice fraying at the edges, his hips slapping against her harder now, less controlled. “Letting us both have you like this — Christ, Lauren.”

The way he said her name, wrecked and reverent at once, sent her spiraling toward a third orgasm she hadn’t thought her body had left in it, and when it hit she came with a long, broken moan, her whole body shaking, and Ryan came at almost the same moment, gasping her name, his hand fisting gently in her hair as he finished.

Jake didn’t last much longer after that — a few more thrusts, rough now, desperate, before he groaned something unintelligible and came deep inside her, his fingers biting into her hips hard enough that she knew she’d feel it tomorrow and didn’t care at all.

For a long moment none of them moved. Lauren knelt between them, spent and trembling, sweat cooling on her skin, cum sliding slick down the inside of her thigh, and she felt — more than anything, more than the soreness already blooming in her muscles — completely, gloriously alive. Ryan brushed damp hair back from her face with a gentleness that surprised her, and Jake pressed a kiss to her shoulder blade, unhurried now, tender in the way men only managed once the urgency had burned itself out.

“You okay?” Ryan asked, and there was real concern under the roughness still in his voice.

“I’m incredible,” Lauren said, and meant it, her voice wrecked and satisfied in equal measure, and both of them laughed, low and warm, like she’d confirmed something they’d already known about her.
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The cab ride home was quiet, the driver mercifully uninterested in conversation, and Lauren spent the whole ride with her forehead against the cool window glass, watching streetlights slide past in long amber streaks, feeling the ache settle into her thighs like a secret she got to keep. Jake had offered to call her a car and Ryan had walked her down to the lobby, both of them kissing her goodbye at the door with an easy warmth that surprised her almost as much as anything that had happened upstairs — no awkwardness, no scramble for her number that she didn’t especially want to give, just an unhurried, mutual understanding that this had been exactly what it was supposed to be.

Her own apartment, when she finally let herself into it, felt different than it had that morning. Smaller, maybe. Or maybe she was the one who felt larger in it, taking up more space than she had in months.

She didn’t bother with the bathroom light. She peeled off the black dress — creased now, smelling faintly of him, of both of them — and let it drop to the floor where it would still be sitting in the morning, and climbed into bed still humming with the aftershock of everything, sore in places she’d forgotten could be sore, deliciously tender between her legs in a way that made her smile into the pillow like she had a secret worth smiling about.

She lay there for a long time without moving, cataloguing the ache the way you might run your tongue over a bruise just to feel it again, and found she didn’t want it to fade. She wanted to remember exactly how this felt — the two of them moving over her, around her, the low sounds they’d made like she was something worth losing control over.

Her marriage had lasted fourteen years, and toward the end of it she couldn’t remember the last time anyone had looked at her the way Jake had looked at her tonight, like taking in the sight of her required a full breath first. Her husband — her ex-husband, she reminded herself, still getting used to the shape of that word — had stopped reaching for her sometime around the tenth year, had started treating her body like a room he’d already fully furnished and had no further use decorating. She’d absorbed that slowly, the way you absorb any small daily erosion, until she’d stopped expecting to be wanted at all, had folded that expectation up small and put it away somewhere she didn’t visit.

Tonight she’d taken it back out and found it hadn’t gone anywhere. If anything, it had been waiting.

She thought she might feel guilty. She’d braced for it in the cab, some delayed gut-punch of shame that never came — not about the age difference, not about how easily she’d said yes, not about the specific, thorough way she’d been used by two men who weren’t old enough to remember a world before smartphones. She waited for the shame and it simply didn’t arrive, and its absence felt like its own kind of revelation, a door swinging open onto a room she hadn’t known was there.

What she felt instead, lying in the dark with her whole body still humming, was something closer to hunger.

She thought of the way Ryan’s voice had gone rough saying her name, the way Jake had watched her like she was the only interesting thing in any room he’d ever be in. She thought about being wanted by two people at once, about how it had stripped away every ounce of self-consciousness she’d been carrying around for years without noticing the weight of it, how her body had simply been allowed to want what it wanted without apology or negotiation. Nobody had asked her to be smaller tonight. Nobody had made her feel like enjoying herself was something to apologize for in the morning.

She pressed her palm flat against her stomach, over the faint soreness still radiating there, and let herself grin at the ceiling like an idiot, alone in the dark, nobody there to see it and make her feel foolish for it.

This is who I get to be now, she thought, and turned the idea over slowly, testing its edges. Not somebody’s wife. Not somebody who used to be interesting before she settled into being reliable instead. Just a woman who could walk into a bar alone on a Tuesday and leave with exactly what she wanted, and want it again the next chance she got.

She thought about texting one of them — she had Ryan’s number, tucked into her phone in the elevator down, a small grin on his face when he’d handed her the phone to type it in herself — but decided against it, not tonight. Not because she didn’t want to. Because some part of her, giddy and a little reckless, wanted to sit inside this feeling a while longer before she reached for the next thing, wanted to know that this hadn’t been a fluke, an anomaly, a onetime unraveling she’d talk herself out of by morning.

She didn’t feel like she’d done something reckless. She felt like she’d found a door in a house she’d lived in for years without ever noticing it was there, and she’d walked through it, and on the other side was a version of her life she hadn’t let herself imagine.

Lauren closed her eyes, sore and sated and wide awake underneath it, already wondering how soon was too soon to do this again.
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	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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