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Chapter 1

I wake up with the lingering ache of Nate’s teeth on my neck, and a musky, satisfied soreness throbbing in my hips and thighs. The comforter is bunched at my waist; my body’s bare except for the band of my wedding ring, which glints against the sheet, a small and proprietary warning to the world. Nate, on his side, breathes deeply. He always sleeps as if he’s making love to the pillow, lips parted, hand curved in gentle ownership over the sheets.

Sunlight slants across his shoulder blades. The bruise at the base of his neck is mine. I trace it with a fingertip, feigning sleep when he shifts. His arm comes over me, heavy and confident, and his morning wood stabs at my hip with lazy expectation. We’ve been together long enough that I know the rhythm—if I moved just an inch, let my ass press into him, he’d take the invitation. But it’s Monday, and already my phone is braying calendar alerts from the nightstand.

I slip out of bed, legs shaky, and tiptoe into the bathroom, shutting the door softly so the fan’s whirr won’t wake him. The mirror is full of bite-marks, smears of old eyeliner, and the wild, half-drowned look in my eyes that I only see after nights like last night. I don’t brush my teeth right away. Instead, I cup water in my palms and splash my face, hoping the shock will push away the memory:

Nate, hands pinned to my wrists above my head, voice hoarse: “Do you ever wonder what it’d be like if someone else fucked you? While I watched?”

I clench the marble edge of the sink until my knuckles blanch. My thighs press together, desperate to still the flutter he’s left inside me. He’d said it after we came, in that breathless space where the world feels half-invented and new rules apply. He’d said it again, whispering into my hair while I drifted off; the words burned in neon behind my eyelids.

“Not just anyone,” he’d added. “Someone who wants you as much as I do. More, even.”

I yank the shower handle too hard, scalding water erupting against tile. With three full minutes, I realize I’m soaping between my legs, focusing more on friction than cleanliness. I stop, embarrassed at myself, and scrub my scalp instead. The memory returns anyway. Nate’s tongue at my ear, the wet, hungry persistence of his fingers as he described—in graphic detail—how he’d orchestrate my surrender to another man. My body’s response is automatic, biological, and traitorous.

By the time I step out, the bathroom’s a humid cloud. I pick through the rack for a blouse that doesn’t highlight every nipple or hickey. My mind skips forward: the day ahead, the call with the new client, the strategy meeting, the five-alarm inbox. But every third thought is contaminated. When I dig out a pair of black slacks, I remember the rough way Nate had shoved my skirt up last night, breath hot on my inner thigh, saying, “You’d be so easy to ruin for someone else.” When I pull on my bra, I see the red impressions of his fingers on my sides, a literal roadmap of last night’s itinerary.

Nate’s in the kitchen when I emerge, hair wet, makeup half-done, shoes clutched in one hand. He’s dressed, but barely: boxers and a faded t-shirt, the same one he wore on our second date. He gives me a look that says he remembers last night too, and maybe he’s still living in it.

“Morning,” he grins, pouring coffee into my chipped owl mug.

“You’re insatiable,” I say, but my voice breaks and I have to cough to hide it.

He doesn’t answer, just grins wider and stands a little taller, a man proud of his handiwork. When he finally speaks, it’s the same phrase that detonated in my brain hours earlier: “You thinking about it yet?”

He doesn’t have to specify. I know exactly what “it” means.

I shake my head, but it’s a lie, and I can’t even keep the smile off my lips. I drink my coffee scalding, hoping it’ll burn away the image of my husband—blue eyes wild, pupils blown—whispering how he wants to see me with someone else.

“Don’t be late,” he calls after me, and the undertone is unmistakable: or I’ll make you pay for it.

#

My commute is twenty minutes, which gives me at least ten to play back every touch, every word, every shudder that started with Nate’s dirty confession and ended with me bent over the footboard, begging for his cock even while he taunted me about how another man would make me scream louder.

I tap the steering wheel at red lights, fighting the urge to squeeze my thighs together. My body is unreliable, skin feverish beneath my business casual armor. I wonder if the other drivers can tell if the barista at the drive-through knows I’m still wet from the night before.

The elevator ride up to the fifth floor is an exercise in self-control. I wedge myself into a corner, phone in one hand, tote bag in the other, eyes fixed on the LCD screen as if I’m studying stock prices instead of remembering the echo of Nate’s voice:

“You’d look so fucking good with someone else’s hands on you. I want to see you lose control for him. For me.”

I have to exhale through my nose, calm and precise, like I’m blowing out birthday candles for good luck. The urge to touch myself is so strong I’m scared I’ll do it, here in the elevator, in view of the security cam and two exhausted looking interns.

The office smells of burnt coffee and recycled air, but it’s safe here. No evidence of last night, no trace of Nate’s fingers or teeth or relentless imagination. I bury myself in email, hiding behind analytics reports and a sea of calendar invites. By 9:40 a.m., I almost forget about the fever under my clothes.

Almost.

But then there’s the client meeting. Everyone’s there: Sam from creative, Juliette from copy, Dennis who laughs too loud and always sits with his legs spread obscenely wide, like he owns the room. The conference table is cold against my arms, but beneath it my thighs are electric, crossed and recrossed, restless. My mind skates across the campaign numbers, but every time Dennis says “penetration rates,” my face flushes and I have to pretend I’m coughing.

Juliette shoots me a look. “You okay, Lena? You look a little… peaky.”

“Long weekend,” I say, adding a sheepish smile for good measure.

Under the table, my fingers are drawing lazy spirals on my thigh. Each orbit dips a little higher, under the hem of my skirt, until I realize—too late—that if I keep going, I might actually touch myself in front of the entire department. My breath hitches, and I focus hard on the PowerPoint slide. The numbers blur.

Dennis drones on. I picture his hands, blunt and capable, pinning my wrists to the table. I picture Nate in the corner, eyes dark, urging me to let go. My nipples harden in my bra, and I cross my arms, squeezing them flat. The friction is enough to make my pulse spike. I feel every beat of my heart in the seams of my panties.

Somewhere, a question is asked, and the silence that follows is waiting for me to answer. My lips part, but no sound comes out. I blink, shake myself, and stammer, “Sorry—could you repeat that?”

They laugh, and the tension breaks, but I can’t relax. My hand won’t stay still. It’s drawn to the inside of my thigh, fingers pressing harder now, dangerously close to the edge of office-appropriate behavior. I imagine what would happen if I just let myself go, right here, with the whole team watching. I imagine Nate’s grin, his slow nod of approval.

I’m on the verge of something—panic, climax, public humiliation—when the meeting ends. I pack up my folder with shaking hands, hoping no one notices the faint tremor, the light sweat beading at my hairline.

Juliette walks with me to my office. She leans in, voice pitched low. “Seriously, Lena. You okay?”

I force a laugh. “I’m fine. Just—didn’t sleep much last night.”

She arches a brow, and I think she knows, but not in the way I fear. “Girl, I feel you. Mondays suck.”

She peels off toward the break room, and I slip into my office, shut the door, and let my forehead fall to the desk. I count to ten. I consider, for a wild moment, stripping off my panties and stuffing them in my purse for the rest of the day. I don’t. I’m not that bold. Yet.

Instead, I fish out my phone and scroll to last night’s texts from Nate. The final one is a single line:

Imagine how wet you’ll be when you know I’m watching.

I close my eyes and do as I’m told. It’s not even noon, and my body is already counting the minutes until I can get home and let Nate finish what he started.

#

By the time I get home, my nerves are fried and my skin’s tight with a tension that nothing short of scalding water will fix. I dump my purse in the hall, peel off my blazer, and head straight to the bathroom. There’s a stack of unopened mail on the counter, a growing mountain of laundry by the door, but none of it registers. The only thing I care about is getting clean and, maybe, wringing the last of Nate’s fantasy out of my system.

I set the shower to punishingly hot and watch the glass fog up before I even step in. The steam burns my lungs, but I breathe it in, hoping it will erase the tightness in my chest. The day’s grime circles the drain. I close my eyes, tip my head back, and let the water drum against my scalp until the world dissolves into nothing but sensation.

My hands move by themselves, as if possessed. They linger at my collarbone, slip down between my breasts, over my stomach, and lower. I tell myself I’m just scrubbing off the stress, but I know that’s a lie before my fingers even reach the spot that’s been throbbing all day.

I lean against the tile, slick and cold against my forehead. My fingers circle, tentative at first, then harder, guided by the memory of Nate’s grip and the words he spat into my ear:

“Imagine a stranger. Someone watching you. Someone taking you while I just stand there and watch you fall apart.”

I picture it, impossible not to. The faceless man: tall, broad-shouldered, hands rougher than Nate’s, voice deeper. I’m naked and exposed, bent over the arm of a sofa or on my knees in a hotel room, and Nate is there—eyes glued to me, hungry and proud and helpless all at once.

My fingers move faster. I bite my lip, stifle a moan. The spray of water hammers my clit, amplifying every flick, every pulse of heat. My thighs quiver, and I dig my toes into the mat for leverage. The world narrows to the spot under my palm, the rhythm of my hand, and the surge of pleasure that’s cresting higher with every imagined thrust, every whispered “good girl.”

The orgasm is sharp, almost punishing, an explosion that makes my knees buckle. I ride it out, gasping, shuddering against the glass until my breath fogs a perfect oval in front of my mouth. When it’s over, I stand there a long time, eyes squeezed shut, heart hammering. I should feel clean, but I don’t. I feel raw, hollowed out, and a little afraid of what I just did.

I turn off the water and step onto the bath mat, avoiding my reflection at first. When I finally look, the woman in the mirror is flushed and tousled, skin pink from heat and friction. There’s a mark on my shoulder I don’t remember getting, and my pupils are huge, swallowing the hazel.

I run a towel over my hair, wrap another around my chest. For a second I just stand there, inventorying every curve and angle, wondering what the hypothetical stranger would see if he had me naked in front of him. Would he think I was pretty? Would he want me, even knowing I belonged to someone else?

Would I want him to?

The thought should fill me with guilt, but it doesn’t—not really. What unsettles me is how much I want to want it. How easy it is to imagine, not just as a fantasy, but as a future that could actually happen.

I dress in soft leggings and an oversized sweatshirt, the closest thing to armor I own. My skin is hypersensitive, as if the air itself might bruise me if I let down my guard. I blow-dry my hair, dab concealer over the mark on my neck, and steel myself for dinner with Nate. My body still vibrates with aftershocks, but my mind is quiet—at least for now.

Before I leave the bathroom, I glance in the mirror again. My reflection looks back, daring and a little wild, as if she’s in on a secret the rest of me is still too afraid to say out loud.

#

Dinner is roast chicken and roasted root vegetables. Nate must’ve stopped at the market, because there’s a bottle of wine breathing on the counter and a sprig of fresh rosemary sticking out of the potatoes. The normalcy of it is disorienting. It’s as if our bodies didn’t kill each other last night; as if my head wasn’t still echoing with the memory of my own moans an hour ago in the shower.

We eat mostly in silence, the clink of forks and hum of the refrigerator our only soundtrack. Nate watches me in a way that feels almost clinical, as if cataloging every micro-expression. I wonder if he knows I’ve already caved to his fantasy in my mind a thousand times. I wonder if he’s disappointed or proud.

“So,” he says finally, “how was work?”

I almost laugh. How do I explain what happened, that I spent half the day drifting through meetings in a state of near-constant arousal, fantasizing about being watched and taken by a stranger? That the only thing keeping me from touching myself at my desk was a fear of getting caught by HR, and even that was barely enough? I started small.

“Fine,” I say. “Busy. Lots of meetings.”

He nods. “You seem… distracted.”

I stab a carrot. “I could say the same about you.”

He grins, and for a second I see the man I married: playful, charming, the king of unearned confidence. “I’m just thinking.”

“About what?”

He shrugs, but his gaze holds mine. “You know.”

I know. I’ve been thinking about it all day, every day, since he first said it out loud. For a moment I wondered what would happen if I just ignored the conversation, changed the subject, retreated to the safety of routine. But I can’t. The words are pressing at my lips, an animal scratching at a locked door.

I set my glass down, heart hammering. “I’ve been thinking about what you said,” I say, voice softer than I intend. “About… taking things further.”

Nate doesn’t flinch. He sets his fork down, folds his hands. The table feels suddenly too small, the air between us thick with static.

“Yeah?” he says, like he’s been waiting for this exact line.

“I’m not saying yes,” I add quickly, “but I’m… I don’t know. Curious. About what it would feel like. For you. For me.”

He leans forward, elbows on the table. “Do you want me to tell you what I want?”

My breath hitches, but I nod. “Yeah. I think I do.”

He smiles—not with his mouth, but with something darker, more dangerous, in his eyes. “Okay. I want to see you with someone else. I want to watch you let go, completely. No holding back, no filter, no pretending you’re not enjoying every second. I want to see you ruined, and I want to know I made it happen.”

My face is on fire. I grip my thighs under the table, knuckles pressed white. “And then what?”

He doesn’t hesitate. “Then I want to fuck you harder than I ever have. I want to know that no matter who touches you, you’re always mine. Always.”

There’s something twisted and possessive in the way he says it, and my stomach flips in a way that’s equal parts terror and need. I glance away, unable to hold his gaze, but he’s relentless.

“Do you think you could do it?” he asks.

I bit my lip, searching for the truth. “I think about it. About what it would be like if someone else wanted me that much. If you watched it happen.”

He slides his chair back, stands, and rounds the table in three deliberate strides. I’m still seated when he kneels at my side, hands on my knees, parting them. His voice is low, vibrating through my bones.

“Show me,” he says. “Show me how much you want it.”

I shudder, then obey. My legs fall open, and his hands run up my thighs, under the edge of my sweatshirt, up to my hips. He hooks his fingers into the waistband of my leggings and tugs, slowly and unhurriedly, baring me inch by inch. When he sees I’m not wearing anything underneath, his breath catches—just for a second, but I hear it.

“Good girl,” he murmurs, and the praise is a lightning rod straight to my core.

He kisses my inner thigh, teeth scraping gently over skin, and then he’s at my center, tongue hot and insistent. He licks me with a practiced hunger, slow at first, then harder when my hips lift off the chair. My hand goes to his hair, fingers twisting in the short curls at the nape of his neck, guiding him closer.

While he eats me out, he keeps talking—soft, filthy, unbroken sentences that wind through my head like a fever. “Imagine it’s someone else,” he says. “Imagine you’re spread out for a stranger, and I’m watching, stroking my cock while he fucks you. Would you let him do anything he wanted? Would you let him finish inside you, knowing I’ll have to clean up the mess he made?”

The words send a shockwave through me. I cry out, louder than intended, and Nate moans in response, lips never leaving my clit. He slips two fingers inside, curling them just right, and within seconds I’m shattering, spasming around his hand, mind blank except for the image of his fantasy playing out in Technicolor.

He doesn’t stop until I push his head away, oversensitive and gasping. When he finally pulls back, my arousal slick on his chin, he wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and looks at me like I’m the only thing worth worshipping.

He stands, takes my wrist, and drags me to the kitchen counter. The plate of chicken is forgotten, sliding to the floor with a crash that neither of us acknowledges. He bends me over the granite, hikes up my sweatshirt, and yanks my leggings the rest of the way down. I hear his zipper, the frantic rip of foil, and then he’s inside me, slamming home in a single, savage thrust.

He fucks me with a violence that borders on desperate, hands gripping my hips so hard I know I’ll bruise. His voice is right at my ear, the same words repeated in a loop: “You want to be watched. You want to be used. You’re mine, you’re mine, you’re mine.”

I come again, an aftershock that steals my breath and buckles my knees. Nate holds me up, thrusting through my orgasm, using me as a vessel for every filthy, jealous, aching thought he’s ever had about me.

He finishes with a growl, teeth sunk into my shoulder, and then collapses over my back, both of us panting, sweat pooling in the small of my spine.

For a minute we just stayed like that, bodies tangled, hearts racing in sync. When he finally straightens, he helps me up, brushes a stray hair from my face, and kisses my forehead—a gesture so gentle it feels out of place.

“So,” he says, voice hoarse, “still curious?”

I laugh, dizzy and blissed-out. “Still terrified,” I admit. “But… yeah. I think I am.”

He smiles, and this time it reaches his eyes. “Good. Because I have plans for us.”

I know he means it. And for the first time, I want to see what happens when the fantasy is no longer just a fantasy.

#

We never make it back to the dinner table. Nate and I end up sprawled on the cold tile of the kitchen floor, half-dressed and sticky with sweat, my leggings tangled around my ankles and his boxers pulled just far enough aside to get the job done. I rest my cheek on his chest, feeling the rise and fall of his breath, my hair fanned across his ribs.

He runs his fingers through the strands, gentle now, so different from the way he held me minutes ago. I trace the edge of his nipple, doodle lazy spirals across the flat of his stomach, marveling at the fact that I’m still trembling with aftershocks. For a while we say nothing, just let the silence settle over us, let the world shrink to the space of our conjoined bodies and the heartbeat pulsing between us.

When he finally speaks, his voice is soft, almost reverent. “I love you, you know that?”

I nod. “I know.” I lift my head, nuzzle his jaw. “I love you too.”

He grins, the wolfish Nate making a return, and tucks a wet strand behind my ear. “So, about these plans I have for us…”

I groan, half-laugh, half-mortified. “You don’t waste time, do you?”

He rolls us so I’m straddling him, my knees pressed into the cool tile, his hands spanning my hips. “You said you were curious.”

“Curious, yes,” I say, but my voice is already breathless, betraying the yes hidden under the surface. “Terrified, too.”

He lifts my chin, meets my gaze dead-on. “We do nothing you don’t want to do . You set the pace. And if you ever want to stop—”

“I know,” I interrupt, because I know. “I trust you.”

He beams, that proud, possessive smile. “Good. Because I want you to show the world how fucking beautiful you are.”

I shake my head, embarrassed, but it’s not a protest. “I can barely get through a meeting without daydreaming about being groped by the barista at the coffee shop. How am I supposed to survive an actual stranger?”

He laughs, low and intimate, as if he’s already seen it happen. “You’ll look incredible. In fact…” He glances down at the rumpled state of my clothes, and I feel the heat return to my face. “Let’s buy you something new. Something that’ll make men stare.”

The idea is terrifying, but also irresistible. I can picture it: the two of us at a bar, my dress just a little too tight, too short, Nate watching from across the room as men circle, his pride and lust barely contained.

I slide off his lap, legs weak, and pad to the living room to grab my laptop. When I come back, he’s still on the kitchen floor, smiling like he just won a prize fight. I plop next to him and open the browser.

“What’s the vibe?” I ask, teasing. “Trashy? Elegant? Both?”

“Both,” he says, not missing a beat. “Surprise me.”

We spent the next hour scrolling through sites, me alternately shocked and amused by his enthusiasm for dresses with cutouts, plunging necklines, and slits that threaten to expose everything. At first, I dismiss the raciest options with nervous laughter, but soon enough, I’m starring them for later, the thrill of possibility lighting up my skin.

Every so often, Nate reaches over and draws lazy circles on my bare thigh, proprietary but also oddly encouraging, as if his touch is a permission slip to push myself a little further. The idea that he wants me to be wanted—that he wants me to enjoy it—is heady and disorienting.

At some point, I realize I’m leaning into his side, my head on his shoulder, scrolling with one hand while the other toys with the hem of his shirt. I pick a few favorites, toss them into the cart, and shut the laptop with a decisive thud.

“All set,” I say, trying for nonchalance.

He laughs and drags me onto his lap. “You’re going to look incredible,” he says, voice low. “And you’re going to make it impossible for me not to take you somewhere dark and fuck you the second we get home.”

I shiver, loving the way the words feel in my ears, in my body. It’s wrong, or maybe dangerous, but I want it anyway. I want to see myself through his eyes, to see what happens when I let go of fear and do the things I’m not supposed to want.

We shower together, standing under the hot spray until our skin is red and raw, our limbs tangled in a slow, sticky waltz. Afterward, we crawl into bed, still damp and smelling of each other, my head tucked into the curve of Nate’s shoulder.

Before I drift off, I picture the dress: midnight blue, slit to the thigh, a neckline that plunges almost to my navel. I picture the Skyline Rooftop Bar, the warm press of strangers, the way Nate’s gaze will follow me through the crowd.

I picture the possibility of being watched, desired, ruined in public.

And for the first time, I think I might be ready to let it happen.


Chapter 2

I stand in front of the mirror, and the woman looking back at me isn’t quite myself. She’s braver, or at least better at faking it. The dress is black—true, inky black, not the forgiving navy or faded charcoal I usually wear—and it clings with a tenacity that’s both alarming and intoxicating. Every line, every hollow, every curve is on display, the hem hitting just shy of modesty. There’s a slit up the side that dares anyone to look, and the neckline isn’t so much a V as a straight shot to the center of my sternum. When I shift my weight, the silk slides against my skin like a whispered suggestion.

I run my hands down my hips, smoothing the fabric, pretending not to notice the fine tremor in my fingers. My legs look impossibly long, pale and vulnerable above the stilettos that I can barely walk in. My heart pounds, rapid and irregularly, and I keep catching myself holding my breath. In the mirror, my eyes are wide, the pupils swallowing the hazel. There’s a flush up my neck, blooming into my cheeks. I almost don’t recognize myself. I almost like it.

Lipstick is the final dare: a dark, grown-up red that feels like war paint. I twist the tube and steady my hand, though I have to brace my elbow against the sink to keep from smudging it all over my face. I blot, check for stray lines, and practice a smile, but it comes out brittle and unconvincing. The reality of what I’m about to do hits me all at once, and for a second I’m certain I can’t go through with it. But then I remember Nate’s face this morning, the way his eyes followed me as I left for work, already undressing me in his mind.

I hear footsteps in the hallway—measured, each one echoing against tile. I’m so focused on my reflection I don’t notice the door opening, not until I see him standing behind me in the mirror. He’s in a crisp white shirt, sleeves rolled up, dark slacks that fit him almost too well. His hair is still damp from the shower, and his jaw is smooth, freshly shaven. He looks like he’s come straight from the cover of a men’s fashion magazine, but there’s something feral in his eyes, something that belongs to me and me alone.

He stops in the doorway, one hand on the frame, and for a moment he just stares. His gaze travels from my shoes to my lips and back again, greedy and unfiltered. He swallows hard, Adam’s apple bobbing, and I watch his fingers flex against the wood.

“Holy fuck, Lee,” he says, voice dropping to a register that makes my thighs tense. “You’re going to kill me.”

I can’t decide whether I want to preen or cover myself up. Instead, I settle for turning away from the mirror, facing him fully. The air between us thickens, charged and brittle. He crosses the room in three strides, not stopping until he’s close enough that I have to tilt my chin to meet his eyes. He slides his hands to my waist, fingers splayed, thumbs grazing the bare skin above the dress’s side cutout. The contact is electrical.

“You look…” He trails off, searching for words, but they all seem to fail him. His hands tighten, anchoring me in place. “Jesus, Lena.”

I laugh, but it comes out as a nervous bark. “It’s a lot, right? Maybe too much?”

He shakes his head hard. “Not even close. It’s perfect.” His eyes bore into mine, and I saw the hunger there, the unmistakable pride. “You’re perfect.”

My blush deepens, but his words work like morphine: all the old anxieties—am I pretty enough, am I doing this for the right reasons, am I going to regret it—blur at the edges. In its place is a sharp, clean need, a longing to see myself through his eyes.

He draws me in, our bodies pressed flush, and dips his head so his lips brush my ear. “You ready?” he asks, voice a velvet rasp.

I bite my lip, unsure if I can trust myself to speak. But I nod, and that’s enough for him.

“We don’t have to go,” he says, almost gently. “If you’re not ready. We can just…” He lets the sentence hang, possibilities trailing behind it like perfume.

“I want to,” I say, surprised at the steadiness of my voice. “I just… I don’t know what to expect.”

His hands migrate up my ribs, thumbs skating over the swell of my breasts, fingers teasing the zipper hidden at the base of my spine. “You set the rules, Lee. We do it your way. You say stop, we stop. You say go home, we go home. Simple as that.”

I nod again, but the tension inside me isn’t fear anymore. It’s anticipation, bright and brittle.

He leans back, surveys me again, and grins—wolfish, unrepentant. “You know, if we don’t leave right now, I’m going to bend you over the dresser and ruin your makeup.”

He says it so matter-of-factly that I nearly dissolve, my knees threatening to give out. I catch myself on his forearm, fingers digging into his skin for balance.

“I’d like to see you try,” I shoot back, the words out before I can censor them.

His eyes narrow, but his smile widens. “Don’t tempt me.”

He releases me, steps back, and plucks my coat from the bed. When he drapes it over my shoulders, his fingers linger a fraction too long, tracing the line of my collarbone exposed by the dress’s reckless cut. He presses a kiss to my neck, right where the pulse hammers beneath my skin.

“Ready?” he repeats, softer now.

“As I’ll ever be.”

He leads me downstairs, hand at the small of my back, grounding me with each step. The world outside feels colder, the night air knifing through the coat and raising goosebumps along my arms. I shiver, but not from cold.

We walk to the car, and as I settle into the passenger seat, Nate leans across and buckles me in, lips brushing my cheek before he pulls away. There’s a current in the way he looks at me, a promise of everything to come. My pulse thrums so loud I wonder if he can hear it.

Halfway to the bar, he glances over, his hand resting on my knee, fingers tapping a slow, deliberate beat.

“Remember,” he says, voice low, “I’ll be watching you the whole time.”

The words rooted in my brain, sending a shockwave down my spine. I can already feel the weight of his gaze, the way it will strip me bare long before anyone else has the chance.

I let my eyes close, just for a moment, and picture the night ahead: the lights, the strangers, the infinite ways I might lose control. I picture myself surrendering to it, not out of duty, but because I want to know what it feels like to be the center of someone’s universe, even for a single, shining hour.

When I open my eyes, Nate is still watching me, blue irises burning with pride and something darker. The tension in my chest unfurls, and for the first time all day, I smile and mean it.

“Good,” I say. “That’s exactly what I want.”

#

The Skyline Rooftop Bar is packed—two hundred bodies squeezed into a space designed for half as many, every table and banquette lined with people who look expensive, bored, and ever so slightly predatory. The ceiling is all exposed beams and strings of Edison bulbs, casting everyone in soft gold and honey. Every window is thrown open to the city, and the air is dense with perfume, sweat, and the tang of citrus from a hundred mocktails. There’s a buzz in the atmosphere, a low, persistent thrum of energy that makes my skin crawl in the best possible way.

Nate steers me through the crowd with a hand on my lower back, subtle but possessive. He’s traded his earlier crispness for an effortless cool, jacket slung over one shoulder, the top buttons of his shirt undone to reveal just enough collarbone to invite speculation. His eyes are everywhere at once: scanning, calculating, cataloging. He’s not the only one watching me. I can feel a dozen pairs of eyes on my legs, my chest, the unrepentant black dress. The attention is electric—every step I take is a minor rebellion, every sidelong glance a confirmation that I am, for once, the focal point of the room.

At the bar, Nate signals for two waters and leans in, lips at my ear. “Look around,” he says. “Pick someone who makes you nervous.”

I let my eyes wander. The first few candidates are easy to dismiss: the finance bros in Patagonia vests, the art students with thrift’d blazers, the post-grad couples clutching each other like life rafts. I feel his eyes on me, watching for hesitation, so I play along, scanning further down the bar.

And then I see him. Mid-thirties, angular jaw, hair combed back with surgical precision. His suit is tailored within an inch of its life, navy with a barely-there herringbone, and his shirt is the color of pale cream. He’s alone, scrolling through emails on his phone with a half-empty glass of tonic sweating at his elbow. Everything about him screams money, power, the sort of self-assurance that is deeply earned or completely sociopathic.

I glance back at Nate, who’s already followed my gaze.

“Him?” Nate asks, a crooked smile in his voice.

I nod, pulse tripping over itself.

Nate’s hand tightens on my waist. “Go say hi,” he instructs, low and steady. “Flirt with him.”

He doesn’t wait for my response; he turns, melting into the crowd, leaving me suddenly exposed. For a second I freeze, all my bravado evaporated, but then I remember the way he looked at me in the mirror, the absolute certainty in his voice when he told me I was perfect. I square my shoulders and make my way toward the man at the end of the bar.

He doesn’t look until I’m practically next to him. I set my clutch on the bar top, careful to keep my hand from shaking.

“Is this seat taken?” I ask, pitching my voice just above the ambient noise.

He looks up, and for a second his eyes linger somewhere between my collarbones and my lips. When he meets my gaze, it’s with an amused, slightly predatory smile.

“Not anymore,” he says. “By all means.”

I slide onto the stool, crossing my legs. The slit in my dress opens obligingly, and I catch his eyes flicker down, just briefly, before he resumes his practiced nonchalance.

“What are you drinking?” he asks.

“Water, for now,” I say, smiling with more boldness than I feel.

He grins, all teeth. “Designated driver, or just a model of self-restraint?”

I laugh, and the sound is lighter than I expect. “I have to pace myself. The night’s just getting started.”

He raises his glass in salute. “Smart woman.” He glances at my left hand—whether he’s looking for a ring or just cataloging, I can’t tell. “I’m Daniel,” he offers.

“Lena.”

His handshake is warm, dry, confident. “So, Lena, tell me—are you here to be seen, or to see?”

The question is so on the nose I almost choke. “Little of both,” I answer, letting the words hang. “What about you?”

“Mostly here to decompress after a long day,” he says. “Corporate law. You?”

“Marketing,” I reply, which is accurate enough.

He winces in mock sympathy. “So we’re both professional liars.”

I laugh again, genuine this time. The tension in my neck unwinds. He’s easier to talk to than I expected, the conversation moving in nimble circles—work, the city, the general absurdity of Thursday nights on a rooftop bar. I slip into the rhythm of it, surprised by how good it feels to be charming, to be wanted, to be allowed to perform a version of myself that is all shine and no shadow.

I become aware at some point that Nate is still in the room. I spot him across the bar, deep in conversation with a bartender, but every so often his gaze cuts to me, sharp and possessive. The sight of him watching me is both a safety net and a thrill. I can feel the heat of his attention on the nape of my neck, keeping me upright when the old anxieties threaten to creep in.

Daniel leans in, elbows on the bar, and the conversation shifts from work to pleasure: favorite books, movies, bad dates. There’s a point where our hands brush, and I don’t pull away. He notices, his eyes narrowing in a way that suggests calculation, but not displeasure.

“You’re very… open,” he observes, and I can’t tell if it’s a compliment or a diagnosis.

“Is that a bad thing?” I counter, letting my knee nudge his under the bar.

He smiles, slow and deliberate. “Not at all. Most people here are just looking for an excuse to talk about themselves. You actually listen.”

He’s not wrong. I’m listening for every signal: the shift in his posture, the dilation of his pupils, the way his voice dips when he says my name. I want to learn the choreography of seduction, to see if I can actually make a stranger want me as much as Nate insists they would.

I laugh at his jokes, lean in when he tells a story, let my fingers trace the condensation on my glass in a way that feels almost theatrical. My legs cross and uncross, as the slit in my dress moves. I feel myself slipping into a persona—bolder, hungrier, a version of me I’ve only ever let out in the privacy of our bedroom.

Eventually, the conversation turns. Daniel’s gaze lingers on my mouth as he asks, “So, Lena, are you seeing anyone?”

I hesitate just a second too long. Then I nod, glancing down the bar to where Nate is standing, arms crossed, watching.

“My husband,” I say, and the word hangs in the air like smoke.

Daniel’s eyes widen fractionally, then flicker to Nate, then back to me. “And he’s… okay with you talking to me?” He asks it softly, but there’s an edge of disbelief, maybe even hope.

“He’s the one who wanted me to,” I say, my lips curving into a smile I barely recognize.

Daniel leans closer, and for the first time I see the hunger behind the mask. “Well,” he murmurs, “I suppose I should try not to disappoint him, then.”

My pulse stutters, and the world contracts to the three feet of air between our faces. I can see Nate in my peripheral vision, and I know he’s watching, approving, orchestrating every moment. But right now, all I want is to see what happens next.

I take a breath, steady my hands, and brace for the next step.

The night is just getting started.

#

The longer I talk to Daniel, the more I become a version of myself I barely recognize—a woman who lets a strange man’s hand rest on her thigh, who laughs a little too loud, who leans in close enough that her hair brushes his shoulder. The woman who makes promises with her eyes. I don’t know if I like her, but I can’t deny the way she makes me feel: reckless, exposed, alive. Every word out of my mouth is a minor act of betrayal, and each one makes me wetter than the last.

At the half-hour mark, I catch Nate’s gaze over Daniel’s shoulder. He’s abandoned the pretense of casual observation; his attention is a solid, suffocating thing, holding me in place even from across the room. His jaw is clenched, eyes dark, hands in fists at his sides. The message is clear enough.

I make my excuses—something about needing to find a friend before she leaves—and Daniel stands to offer a handshake, but I can see the speculation in his eyes. He gives me a business card, sliding it into my palm with a discreet, practiced touch.

“If you ever want to grab coffee,” he says, “or anything stronger.”

I pocket the card, letting my lips curl into a smile that promises more than it should. “I’ll think about it,” I say, and I mean it.

I’m halfway to the door when Nate intercepts me, his hand on my wrist, pulling me into the shadows behind the stairwell. His kiss is instantaneous and brutal, all tongue and teeth and pent-up need. He crowds me against the wall, grinding his body into mine, making it clear exactly how much he’s been affected.

“I need you,” he says, voice shredded. “Now.”

We stumble out onto the street, the air sharp. Nate flags down a rideshare with one hand, the other never leaving my waist. In the car, he pulls me onto his lap before I can protest, his fingers burrowing under the hem of my dress, exploring the slick heat between my legs. I gasp, clutching his shoulder, my thighs spreading instinctively. The driver glances in the rearview mirror, but Nate doesn’t care, and neither do I.

He slides two fingers inside me, slow and deliberate, thumb circling my clit. I bit down on his shoulder to keep from moaning aloud. He whispers in my ear, filthy and soft: “I saw the way you looked at him. I bet you’re dripping.”

I nod, unable to form words, and he fucks me with his fingers all the way home, never once breaking eye contact. By the time we pull into the driveway, my whole body is vibrating, on the verge of coming undone.

We barely made it through the front door. Nate slams me up against the wall, hands everywhere at once, mouth devouring mine. He hikes up my dress and rips the crotch of my panties, exposing me completely.

“Did you like it?” he demands, pushing the head of his cock against my entrance. “Did you like letting him look at you, knowing you belong to me?”

I can’t think. I can’t breathe. All I can do is nod, desperate and raw.

He plunges inside me with a single, savage thrust, pinning my wrists above my head with one hand while the other squeezes my ass. He fucks me like he’s trying to stake a claim, every stroke a declaration of ownership.

“Tell me what he said to you,” Nate orders, punctuating each word with a deep, punishing thrust.

I shudder, the words tumbling out in a rush. “He… he said I was beautiful. He couldn’t stop staring at my legs. He wanted to—wanted to take me out. Wanted to know if I was available.”

“And what did you tell him?”

“I told him I was married. I told him you were watching.”

Nate growls, the sound primal, and lets go of my wrists so he can grip my hair, yanking my head back to expose my throat. He bites down hard enough to mark, and I whimper at the sharp, delicious pain.

“You liked it,” he says, softer now, almost reverent.

“Yes,” I admit, voice breaking. “I fucking loved it.”

He slows, hips grinding in tight circles, the head of his cock pressing against that spot inside me that makes my knees go weak. “Did you want him to touch you?”

“Maybe,” I gasp, ashamed but unable to lie. “I thought about it.”

He rewards my honesty with a slap to my ass, making me cry out. “Good girl. That’s my girl. I want you to think about it, want you to imagine what it would feel like to let him ruin you while I watch.”

The image nearly undoes me. I squeeze around him, already trembling on the edge.

He pulls out, turns me around, and bends me over the back of the couch. He enters me again, deeper this time, his hands bruising my hips, his chest pressed to my back.

“Tell me more,” he pants, voice shredded. “Tell me everything.”

I babble out the rest: how Daniel’s hand lingered on my thigh, how his gaze dipped to my cleavage every time I leaned in, how he offered me his card and made it clear exactly what he wanted. Each detail makes Nate fuck me harder, faster, until I’m a mess of sound and sensation.

I come first, so hard I see stars, my whole body clenching around him. He follows a second later, roaring my name into the curve of my shoulder, filling me so completely I can’t tell where he ends and I begin.

We collapse onto the floor, tangled and spent, the only sound our ragged breathing and the distant hum of traffic through the window.

Nate drags me onto his lap, cradling me against his chest, stroking my hair with a tenderness that feels almost obscene after what we just did.

“You were perfect,” he whispers into my ear, lips ghosting over the bite mark he left. “Better than I ever dreamed.”

I close my eyes, the memory of Daniel’s eyes and Nate’s hands replaying in an endless loop. For the first time in my life, I am whole: desired, possessed, and utterly, beautifully ruined.

I smile into the hollow of his throat, knowing the night is only the beginning.


Chapter 3

The first time I see his name in print, I’m sitting in the waiting room at my dentist’s office, legs crossed and phone dead, half-watching a muted TV rerun of The Office. Someone has left a stack of battered arts magazines on the table, and I rifle through them for a distraction. That’s where I spot it: a glossy, full-page promo for the Westside Gallery’s new exhibition, “Obsession/Exposure—Selected Works by Michael Johnson.”

The headline is a punch in the face. Even more so, the subheading states: “Johnson’s lens confronts desire, anxiety, and the limits of self-control.”

My own skin prickles. Maybe it’s the residual guilt from last night, or maybe it’s the queasy thrill of recognizing what you want before you’re ready to admit it out loud.

I rip the page out, fold it into my purse, and spend the next three days checking the gallery’s website whenever I’m supposed to be working. By the time I muster the nerve to mention it to Nate, I’ve already stalked Michael Johnson’s Instagram, his agent’s LinkedIn, and every review of his shows in the last five years. His work is everywhere—faces and bodies, always in black and white, always poised on the edge of something unspeakable.

That Friday, over takeout sushi and half a bottle of Gewurztraminer, I put the magazine ad on the table between us like a card in a high-stakes poker game. Nate’s eyes flick from the headline to the photo to my face, reading me like he’s learned to expect trouble whenever I propose “date night” outside our apartment.

“This is the guy?” he asks, picking up the page, turning it over in his hands. “The one you mentioned?”

“Yeah.” I say, hiding my nerves behind the rim of the glass. “The show opens tomorrow night. There’s a reception. We could check it out, if you’re free.”

His lips twitch. “You want to see more of his… work?”

I refuse to blush. “I think it could be fun. You know. Something different.”

He leans in, blue eyes alive with mischief. “Are you hoping we run into him?”

I roll my eyes, but my pulse betrays me. “It’s a gallery, Nate. He’ll probably be schmoozing some arts board donor or whatever.”

He grins, holding the page between two fingers. “Let’s go. But you wear that green dress.”

I arch a brow. “You know the one.”

Of course he does. It’s the dress I wore the night he proposed, deep emerald silk with a slit up the thigh and a neckline that hints at cleavage without going full pornographic. I’ve only put it on once since then, and only for him, in our bedroom, for a private little striptease. That he wants me to wear it in public feels suddenly both thrilling and terrifying.

He folds the ad and tucks it into his shirt pocket, right over his heart. “It’s a date,” he says. “And this time, you’re the one on display.”

The next night, I get ready in stages, slow and deliberate, every motion a negotiation between fear and anticipation. I do my makeup twice, settling for hair up with a few strategic strands left loose. The dress is as indecent as I remember, but when I step into it and zip up, the silk glides over my skin and the effect is less “look at me” than “dare to try.” I pair it with simple gold hoops and strappy heels that make my calves look lethal.

Nate watches from the bed, tie undone, shirtsleeves rolled. His gaze moves over me in lazy, appreciative sweeps, but there’s calculation there too—a private scoring of how much attention I’ll command tonight.

He steps behind me, hands on my shoulders, and kisses the top of my spine. “You look like trouble,” he murmurs, and the way he says it makes my insides twist.

He doesn’t let go of my waist until we’re out the door.

#

Westside Gallery is a glass box wedged between a vegan bakery and a dog boutique, its windows splattered with the kind of rain that never fully commits to being a downpour. Inside, the lighting is cold and perfect, illuminating the walls in sharp relief. There’s already a crush of bodies: art students in thrift’d blazers, septuagenarians with wine teeth, tattooed models with hair the color of traffic cones. I feel immediately, painfully out of place, and for a second I want to bolt.

Nate squeezes my hand, steering me past the coat check and into the throng. “Relax,” he says, voice pitched low for just me. “You belong here.”

I let him lead, focusing on the wall display to the right. A massive first photo: a woman’s back, muscles tense, arms up, a faint whip mark. The caption reads “Penitent #2.” I can’t tell if it’s erotic, clinical, or both. The gallery is laid out like a labyrinth, every alcove revealing more flesh, more variations on vulnerability and exposure. I’m not the only one staring.

We do a slow lap, lingering at the corners, letting the crowd swirl around us. I catch snippets of conversation: “Such a brutal eye,” and “He’s the only one who gets the lighting right for darker skin.” Nate listens too, sometimes leaning in to whisper, “What do you think he’s trying to say with this one?” or, “That pose reminds me of you.”

I pretend to scoff, but some models really look like me—same compact build, same crescent birthmark on the left hip, same fuck-you tilt to the chin. I wonder if he notices, or if it’s just me projecting.

Halfway through the second room, the current of the crowd shifts, and I feel him before I see him. Michael Johnson is talking to a cluster of grad students near the catering table, all angles and intensity, dressed in black on black. Up close, he’s less severe than I imagined, the sharp jaw softened by a day’s worth of stubble, his hair a disobedient mop that looks like it’s been finger-combed a thousand times. He gestures as he speaks, his hands covered in ink stains and a silver thumb ring. He doesn’t notice us at first.

Then he does.

His eyes land on me—just a flick, but it’s direct, assessing, and instantly I’m every model pinned to his gallery walls. His gaze lingers a half-second too long, then slides to Nate, who stands a little taller and meets it with a quick, acknowledging nod. There’s a moment of silent calculation, like they’re two predators recognizing each other at the watering hole.

Then Mike breaks off from his audience, crosses the room with an economy of motion that suggests he’s done this a thousand times.

“Hi,” he says, extending a hand to Nate first, then me. His grip is warm, not too firm, but there’s a certainty to it. “Glad you could make it. I’m Michael.”

He smells faintly of leather and graphite, or maybe it’s just the suggestion planted by his photos. When he turns to me, he doesn’t bother with pleasantries; instead; he steps just inside my comfort zone, voice dropping to a confidential register.

“I’m sorry if this is forward, but you have the face that makes my job too easy.”

I blink, not sure how to respond. “I—thanks?”

He laughs, genuinely and self-deprecatingly. “I’m serious. The bone structure, the eyes. You’d photograph beautifully.”

Nate beams, proud and hungry. “I keep telling her, but she doesn’t believe me.”

Mike looks from him to me, reading the dynamic instantly. “You’ve never modeled?”

I shake my head. “Only for my husband. And only when bribed.”

“That’s a crime,” he says. “If you ever want to try, my studio’s five blocks from here. No pressure, just—think about it.”

He hands me a business card, but instead of the usual glossy rectangle, it’s a thick, matte square, embossed with his name and a cryptic web address. As he passes it to me, his fingers brush my palm—slow, deliberate, almost daring me to notice. My skin tingles in response.

The conversation turns to safer ground: his process, what film stock he prefers, how he gets people to drop their masks. Nate asks questions, and Mike answers with a mix of technical detail and artful mystery, never quite revealing his tricks. All the while, he keeps stealing glances at me, each one a silent question.

At some point, Mike excuses himself to greet a collector across the room. As he leaves, he leans in close—so close I can smell the wine on his breath—and murmurs, “Seriously, Lena. You’d be incredible in front of the camera. If you’re interested, text me.”

He’s gone before I could answer, swept into another knot of admirers.

Nate waits until we’re alone by the punch bowl before turning to me, eyes electric.

“Holy shit,” he says. “Did that just happen?”

I look down at the card in my hand, the weight suddenly enormous. “I guess it did.”

He grins, voice low and conspiratorial. “Did you like it?”

I don’t trust myself to answer, not with my pulse hammering in my ears. Instead, I slip the card into my purse and drag him to the next photo, trying to look like I haven’t just been propositioned by the one man on earth my husband might want me to fuck more than himself.

We spend the rest of the night pretending to be just another couple at the opening, but every time Mike’s eyes meet mine across the room, I feel the invitation all over again.

By the time we leave, my entire body is buzzing. Nate’s hand doesn’t leave my lower back the entire walk home, and when we get inside, he pushes me up against the hallway wall and kisses me like he’s marking territory.

I let him.

But even as his hands slide up my thighs, I’m already imagining what it would feel like to be on the other side of Michael Johnson’s camera. To be seen not just as an object, but as an obsession.

And I’m not sure which part scares me more.

#

The hardest part isn’t walking into the studio. The hardest part is the waiting—the endless loop of indecision that plays out in my head all week, replaying the memory of Mike’s hands, his eyes, the way he said my name as if he already knew what I looked like naked. Every day, I stare at his card, the matte black gone fingerprint-slick, and tell myself a hundred reasons this is insane.

Nate doesn’t help. If anything, he stokes the fire. He sends me links to interviews with Mike, reviews of his past shows, even a podcast where he talks about shooting “emotional honesty” in his models. I click on one at work and nearly combust when I hear his voice—measured, faintly raspy, totally in command.

Friday night, Nate comes home with a single, emerald-green tulip. “For luck,” he says, setting it on the kitchen table, “and for temptation.”

“You ready?” he asks.

I laugh. “For what?”

“For being immortalized by the city’s most infamous pervert.”

“Remind me again why you’re so into this?” I try to sound teasing, but there’s an edge.

Nate leans back, grinning. “I want to see what he does to you. I want to see how you look when you’re not trying to please me, but yourself.”

It’s the line that would piss me off if it weren’t true.

#

Saturday morning is all nerves. I try on four different outfits—sleek black sheath, gauzy white blouse, even the green dress from last week—but none of them feel right. In the end, I go for jeans and a white t-shirt, hoping the casualness will armor me against whatever’s coming.

Nate wears charcoal joggers and a faded Wilco t-shirt, but his hair is combed and his jaw shaved clean. We walk the six blocks to the studio in silence, holding hands, the contact grounding me even as I feel like I might float off into the stratosphere.

Mike’s studio is on the top floor of a rehabbed warehouse, the door marked only with a brass “5B.” The elevator smells of paint and old sweat, the light inside flickering with every bounce. When we reach the landing, the door is already cracked, music leaking through—a slow, fuzzy version of “Heroes” by Bowie.

Mike opens the door before we knock. He’s in black jeans and a thin, fitted t-shirt that clings to his arms in a way that’s both lazy and calculated. He wears the same thumb ring as last week, but now I notice the tattoo snaking up his left forearm: a tangle of camera lenses and vines.

“Come in,” he says, stepping aside. “You found it.”

The studio is cavernous—exposed brick, concrete floors, one wall lined with massive windows looking out over the city. At the far end is a white cyc, curved seamlessly for shooting, and a nest of tripods and softboxes. There’s a battered leather couch, two wooden chairs, and a kitchen area with an industrial espresso machine.

“Want coffee?” Mike asks, already moving to the machine. “Or something stronger?”

“Coffee’s good,” I say, and Nate nods.

Mike pulls three mugs, fills them, and slides one across the counter toward me. “Have you ever done this before?”

“Had my picture taken?” I stall for time. “Not unless you count vacation selfies.”

Mike smiles. “Don’t worry. This’ll be painless.” He glances at Nate. “You cool with watching, or do you want to hang in the lounge?”

Nate perches on the edge of the couch. “I’ll watch,” he says, and there’s a challenge in the way he says it.

Mike nods, then turns to me, all business. “Let’s start simple. Stand over here.” He points to the white backdrop, adjusts a light stand, and grabs his camera—a hulking Nikon with a battered lens.

“Lose the shoes,” he says, and I slip them off, toes curling against the cool cement.

He directs me through a series of basic poses: arms crossed, arms at my sides, looking left, looking up. At first it’s awkward—he stares through the viewfinder, face impassive, snapping in quick bursts. But soon, he comes closer, adjusts my chin with gentle fingers, steps back, and snaps again. Every touch is careful, but the energy behind it is anything but clinical.

“Relax your shoulders,” he says, setting his hand on my collarbone. His skin is warm, his palm broad, and for a second I forget to breathe. He tilts my head, brushes my hair behind my ear, and the camera clicks a dozen times.

Nate sits quietly, but I can feel his eyes on me, his gaze a low, insistent burn at the base of my spine.

Mike circles me, shifting lights, swapping lenses, moving with the unhurried grace of someone who owns every inch of the room. He has me kneel, then stand, then lean against the brick wall. At one point he tells me to lie down, hair fanned behind me, and he shoots from above, so close I can feel his breath on my cheek.

“You’re a natural,” he says, voice softer now. “You know how to hold tension. Most people try too hard to look pretty, but you… you make it interesting.”

I blush, not sure if it’s a compliment or a warning.

After thirty minutes, Mike sets the camera down and runs a hand through his hair. “Let’s take a break. You need water?”

I shake my head, nerves fraying. “What happens now?”

Mike leans on the edge of the cyc, arms folded. “I want to try something a little different. Nothing crazy. Just… more honest.”

He gestures to Nate. “Would you mind stepping out for a few? Sometimes people open up when they don’t have an audience.”

Nate stands, stretching his long legs. “Sure. I’ll be in the kitchen.” He gives me a look—equal parts encouragement and possession—before heading to the far end of the studio.

Mike waits until the door swings shut, then turns to me, suddenly very close. “Is this okay?” he asks, and his voice has lost all of its affectation.

“Yes,” I say, surprised by how much I mean it.

He brings the camera up, but now he’s barely a foot away. I am asked by him to look past him, then directly at him, then at the floor. He tells me to think about something I want but can’t have. The intimacy is overwhelming—his breath, the rapid-fire clicks, the way his hand finds my wrist, then my elbow, guiding me into position.

He kneels in front of me, camera aimed up, and his face is suddenly inches from mine. “You have beautiful eyes,” he says, and I know it’s a line, but I want to believe it, anyway.

He keeps shooting, murmuring directions, and I lose track of time. At one point, he lowers the camera and just looks at me.

“You’re good at this,” he says. “Really good.”

I want to answer, but the words stick in my throat.

He stands, brushes his fingers along my jaw, and steps back, the spell broken. “Let’s get your husband.”

Mike calls Nate in, and the mood shifts—lighter, almost conspiratorial. He does a few shots of us together, Nate’s arms around my waist, our heads touching. It’s awkward at first, but then Mike cracks a joke and we’re both laughing, shoulders pressed tight.

When it’s done, Mike plugs the memory card into his laptop and calls us over. “You want to see?” he asks.

I nod, and he sets the screen in front of me, scrolling through the images. The first few are stiff, self-conscious, but as we move forward, I watch myself melt—shoulders dropping, mouth open, eyes no longer afraid.

The solo shots are stunning. I barely recognize the woman in them: she looks raw, alive, like she just stumbled out of bed after a night of sin and regret. My cheeks burn, and for a second I can’t look at either man beside me.

“These are incredible,” Nate says, voice thick. “You’re incredible.”

Mike stands behind me, close enough that I can feel the heat of his chest. “If you want, I’d love to do a full session. Maybe something more… editorial. Or experimental. Whatever you’re comfortable with.”

I glance at Nate. His eyes are dark, but his smile is easy. “What do you think?” he asks me, like I’m the only one with a choice.

I look at Mike, then back at the screen, then back at Nate. “Yeah,” I say, soft but certain. “I think I’d like that.”

Mike grins, wolfish and bright. “I’ll send you the proofs. And hey—if you’re free next Saturday, I’m throwing a little party here. Nothing crazy. Just friends, music, good food. You should come.”

He hands me a new card; this one is scrawled with his personal number. His fingers linger just long enough to make my heart hammer. “Bring the dress,” he adds. “You know the one.”

We walk home in silence, the city glimmering behind us. I hold the card tight in my fist, already knowing I’ll say yes.

Nate waits until we’re on our block before speaking. “You looked happy in there,” he says, not a question.

I nod, feeling lighter than I have in months. “I was.”

He takes my hand, squeezing hard. “Then let’s see where this goes.”

We don’t talk about the following Saturday. We don’t need to.

I fall asleep that night dreaming of flashbulbs, exposed brick, and the taste of something forbidden on my tongue.

#

That night after takeout, we barely make it to the bedroom before the spell breaks. My muscles ache from holding tension all day, but it’s a good ache, like the aftermath of a marathon or the slow-burning bruise of a well-earned fight. I strip off my jeans, toss them over the chair, and stand in front of the dresser, arms folded, watching Nate watch me in the mirror.

He sits at the edge of the mattress, leaning forward, elbows on knees, the way he does when something’s really on his mind. His hair is a mess, but his eyes are laser-bright and dialed in, tracking every inch of exposed skin like he’s mapping unfamiliar territory.

I pull off my shirt, then unclasp my bra, letting it drop to the floor. The air is cool, the sensation deliciously sharp against my nipples. For a moment, I let the silence stretch, neither of us moving, neither of us quite ready to say what needed saying.

He breaks first. “Did you like it?” The question is quiet, almost reverent.

I turn to face him, arms dropping to my sides. “I did.”

He nods, and his smile is half-embarrassed, half-proud. “You looked… alive in there.”

I snort. “Alive? That’s a low bar.”

He shakes his head. “No, I mean—fuck, Lee. You looked like you could burn the place down and not care who got hurt.”

I cross the room, standing between his knees, and thread my fingers through his hair. “You like that?”

He leans into my touch, lips at the flat of my stomach. “I love it.” He kisses the curve of my hip, then looks up, eyes dark. “But I want to know what you want, not just what I want.”

I hesitate. “I don’t know yet.”

He stands close enough to make my breath catch. “I want you to do it. Next week. The shoot, the party, all of it. I want to watch you get what you want, even if it kills me.”

I laugh, nervous, but the truth is I want it. Maybe not the party, not the unknown, but the power of being seen—of being wanted by someone who doesn’t already have a lifetime’s worth of expectations. I want to know what happens when I let go of the leash, even for a minute.

He reads all of this on my face. He always does. “Okay,” he says, “but we need some rules.”

I nod. “Okay.”

He sits again, gestures for me to join him. I do, curling up beside him, our legs tangled. We talk—slowly, carefully, circling the subject like it’s radioactive.

“No sex,” I say. “Not with him. Not with anyone.”

Nate’s jaw tightens. “Agreed. But what about… other stuff?”

“Kissing?” I offer, testing the sound of it.

He shrugs, pretending to be casual. “If you want to.”

“Would it bother you?” I ask, genuinely curious.

He considers. “I think it’d drive me insane. But in a good way.”

I look at him, trying to picture it: me, locked lips with a stranger, while my husband watches from across the room. The idea is so perverse it makes my skin prickle.

“Just kissing,” I say, to myself as much as to him.

He nods. “And I want to be there. I want to see everything.”

The directness sends a bolt straight to my core. “You’re a sick fuck,” I tell him, but there’s no heat in it.

He grins. “Takes one to know one.”

We sit for a while, not touching, just letting the words settle around us. The air grows thick with possibility.

Nate leans in, voice a rasp. “Show me.”

“Show you what?”

He looks me up and down, hungry. “Show me how you’d pose for him. Right now. Here.”

I feel a flush creep up my neck. “You’re serious?”

“Pretend I’m him,” Nate says, his pupils blown wide. “Do what you did at the studio. Show me what you let him see.”

The challenge is too great to resist. I stand stark naked and cross to the far wall. I imagine the cyc, the coldness of the concrete, the sharp snap of the shutter.

I start slow: arms at my sides, then crossed over my chest, then one hand on my neck, tilting my chin like Mike did. I arch my back, shift my weight, let my hair fall forward. It’s clumsy at first, but I lean into it, letting the memory of his touch guide me.

Nate watches, breath shallow, his cock already hard and outlined under his boxers. “Keep going,” he says. “You’re beautiful.”

I try a few of the weirder poses—kneeling, head down, then standing with one knee bent, arms overhead. “You know how to hold tension,” I hear Mike’s voice in my ear.

Nate shifts on the bed, his breathing loud in the room. “Now take it further,” he says. “Pretend you’re alone with him. Show me what you’d do.”

I hesitate, but the power of being watched—really watched—overrides the fear. My hands wandered down my stomach, over my breasts, between my legs. I touch myself, not for Nate, but for the phantom lens, for the man behind the camera.

I moan, softly but honestly. I let my knees buckle, sink to the carpet, fingers sliding over slick skin. Closing my eyes, I see the flashbulb and Mike’s look.

Nate stands, crossing the space in two strides. He kneels behind me, hands gripping my hips, his breath hot at my ear. “You like this?” he asks, voice rough. “You want him to see you like this?”

“Yes,” I gasp, surprised by the honesty.

He pushes me forward, chest to the floor, and slides inside me without warning. The shock of it makes me cry out, and I imagine the whole thing: the three of us, Mike shooting while Nate fucks me from behind, all of us in on the same, filthy secret.

Nate grabs my hair, pulling my head back, and whispers, “Tell me who you want.”

I try to say his name, but it comes out as a whimper. “Both,” I manage. “I want both.”

He thrusts harder, and the world dissolves into heat and friction and the smell of his skin. I come, shuddering, fingers digging into the carpet. He follows, collapsing on top of me, both of us spent and sticky and shaking.

We stayed there, tangled on the floor, neither of us willing to break the spell.

Eventually, I roll over and look at him. “We’re insane,” I say, but it sounds like a compliment.

He laughs, breathless, and kisses my forehead. “Next week,” he says, “you’ll be the hottest woman at that party. Promise me you’ll let him take whatever pictures he wants.”

I close my eyes, already picturing the scene. “Promise,” I say.

He pulls me close, both of us still buzzing, both of us already counting the days.

In the darkness, I imagine Mike’s eyes, his camera, the slow click of the shutter.

And for the first time, I hope it never stops.


Chapter 4

The silver slip dress hangs on the closet door, a promise and a threat. I stare at it while my skin dries from the shower, nerves humming so loud it feels like they’ll crack my teeth. The fabric catches every stray bit of light, cool and fluid, draping over the hanger like it’s already mapped my body. I run a thumb along the seam, hoping the reality will feel less obscene than the idea.

Nate leans in the bathroom doorway, arms folded, watching. There’s a flush on his cheekbones that isn’t from the heat. He’s dressed down—black jeans, a shirt with the top two buttons left open, a cologne I only smell when he’s planning on not behaving.

“I don’t know if I can pull it off,” I say, turning the slip in the light. “It’s basically a liquor license with spaghetti straps.”

He grins, wolfish, and comes up behind me, enormous hands bracketing my hips. “You could walk in wearing a burlap sack and half the city would want to fuck you. But that,” he nods at the dress, “is going to start a riot.”

I step into the cool puddle of silk, shivering as it slides up my thighs. It clings everywhere, especially at the places I wish it wouldn’t: the soft curve of my ass, the tender scoop under my breasts, the faint ridge of my nipples. I adjust the straps, trying to convince myself it’s just a dress, not a declaration of war.

Nate’s breath is warm on my neck. “You nervous?”

“Terrified.”

He presses his lips to the place where my shoulder curves up, kissing the same spot Mike’s hand hovered during the last shoot. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” he murmurs, voice barely there.

“I know.” I turn to face him, the neckline plunging deeper than I remembered. “But I want to. Isn’t that the scary part?”

He smiles, brushing a strand of hair from my cheek. “The scariest. But you’re not doing it alone.” He holds my gaze until I feel steady again. “Let’s go blow their fucking minds.”

#

Mike’s loft is a former machine shop. Every surface is cool cement, battered wood, or the metal that looks expensive even when it’s rusted. The only soft things are the people and the lighting: about twenty bodies scattered in pockets of conversation, bathed in the molten glow of a hundred candles and a wall of Edison bulbs. There’s music, something electronic and slow, but it’s mostly background to the fizz of conversation and clink of glassware. Through the open windows, the city churns, neon and anonymous.

I catch a few glances when we walk in, and the dress earns an up-and-down from more than one pair of eyes. Nate’s hand finds my lower back, anchoring me, but he keeps his grip loose—just enough contact to remind us both who I belong to.

Mike is across the room, propped on a barstool, his thumb ring glinting as he drains a glass. He’s in black jeans, a black t-shirt, and a jacket that looks like it was made from the skin of a murdered sofa. The tattoo on his forearm is even bolder tonight. He sees us, grins, and waves us over with a two-finger salute.

“Glad you made it,” he says, voice a velvet rasp. “You look incredible, Lena. Even better than last time.”

Nate answers for me. “She’s a knockout, isn’t she?”

Mike’s eyes linger a half-beat too long on my chest.

“Have you ever been to one of these before?”

I shake my head, then realize I have no idea what ‘these’ means in this context. “Are there rules I should know?”

He laughs low. “Only one: Don’t be boring.”

Nate squeezes my hip. “She’s never been boring in her life.”

The next hour is a blur of faces and names I won’t remember. Most of the guests are friends-of-friends—photographers, designers, people who wear leather jackets indoors without irony. Everyone’s beautiful in a slightly predatory way: sharp cheekbones, long lashes, skin glowing in the candlelight. Conversation slides around me, and I’m grateful for the anonymity. I can feel the vodka blooming in my chest, taking the edge off my nerves, loosening the grip of my thighs as I cross and uncross them.

At some point, Mike leans in. “You’re a good sport, Lena. Most women would run for the door by now.”

“Most women aren’t here to watch their husbands watch them flirt with the city’s most infamous pervert,” I shoot back.

He laughs, loud enough to turn heads, and his hand lands on my bare knee, casual but not accidental. “Well, if your husband’s going to watch, maybe we should give him a show.”

The room shrinks to just the three of us. Mike’s hand inches up my thigh, every hair on my body standing at attention. I glance at Nate, who’s watching with a focus that borders on indecent. His jaw is set, lips slightly parted, one hand flexing around his glass.

Mike turns to him, dark eyes alive with dare. “What exactly do you want to watch tonight, Nate?”

Nate’s voice is a rough scrape. “I want to see her come apart. I want to see how you do it.”

Mike grins. “You okay with that, Lena?”

I should say no. Instead, I nod.

“Good,” Mike says, and with that he slides his hand higher, just under the hem of my dress. He keeps his palm on the outside, but the pressure is unmistakable. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want you to make me forget my name.”

He stands, takes my hand, and leads me to a battered leather sofa at the far end of the room. Nate follows, dropping into an armchair close enough to touch but far enough to force him to watch. Mike settles between us, legs spread, owning the space.

“Come here,” he says, patting his thigh.

I sit, dress riding up, and he slides his arm around my waist, pulling me tight to his side. His other hand resumes its slow climb, up, up, until his thumb grazes the edge of my panties. The sensation is electric. I look at Nate; he’s transfixed, a flush spreading up his neck.

Mike leans in, lips at my ear. “He likes to watch, doesn’t he?”

“Yes,” I whisper, but it comes out as a gasp when his fingers dip under the hem and find bare skin.

“I bet you do, too,” he murmurs, and his tongue flicks the shell of my ear before he kisses down my neck, slow and deliberate. His hand finds the sweet spot between my thighs and presses, not enough to satisfy but more than enough to tease.

He turns my chin, kisses me—hard, with an urgency that’s all teeth and heat. His tongue demands entry, and I give it, moaning into his mouth.

I glance at Nate, who’s openly palming his crotch, eyes locked on us.

Mike grins against my lips. “Let’s give him the full show.”

He stands, lifts me with a strength that’s almost embarrassing, and leads us up a metal staircase to the mezzanine. It’s quieter up here, but the sounds of the party—moans, laughter, the wet slap of flesh—are louder, more intimate. There’s a velvet chaise lounge, a low table littered with candles, and a wall of mirrors that reflects the entire room back at us.

Mike turns me, bends me over the edge of the chaise, and drags the dress up to my waist. He kneels, spreads my legs, and buries his face between my thighs. His tongue is relentless, circling and flicking until I’m shaking. He uses his hands to open me, stretching me wide, and licks with a precision that makes me forget to breathe.

Downstairs, I hear Nate’s footsteps on the stairs. He stands behind us, watching, one hand already unzipping his jeans.

Mike pulls back, face slick, and grins at Nate over my shoulder. “You want a taste?”

Nate’s answer is a guttural noise I’ve never heard from him before.

Mike lifts me onto the chaise, peels the dress off entirely, and stands me up. I’m in nothing but the silver slip, which pools around my feet, and a wisp of lace panties. He traces the outline of my breast with a fingertip, then pauses—waiting for Nate’s permission.

“Do it,” Nate growls, voice thick with need.

Mike palms my breast, thumb circling the nipple until it’s hard and aching. He lowers his mouth, sucking and biting, while his fingers slide between my legs, inside me, two at once. I come with a violence that leaves me dizzy, legs shaking, vision gone white at the edges.

He keeps going relentlessly until I’m begging him to stop. Only then does he stand, wipe his mouth with the back of his hand, and kiss me again—softer, almost tender.

Then he turns to Nate. “Your turn.”

Nate crosses the space, cock already out, and pushes into me without ceremony. Mike holds me steady, kissing my throat, murmuring filthy encouragement as Nate fucks me, hard and fast, his eyes never leaving mine.

When Nate finishes, he collapses against me, breath ragged. Mike steadies us both, then presses his lips to my ear. “Next time,” he whispers, “I want to see how you taste when it’s just us.”

The implication is a threat and a promise.

We dress in silence, shaking, both of us ruined in the best possible way. When we descend the stairs, the party is still in full swing, but I feel like we’ve slipped into a parallel universe.

Mike catches my eye as we leave, a private smile just for me.

In the elevator, Nate pulls me close, his hands still trembling. “You’re incredible,” he whispers, kissing my hair.

But I’m already thinking about next time. About what I’ll do, and how far I’ll let myself go.

About what it means to want, and to be wanted in return.

#

We don’t even make it two blocks from Mike’s place before I’m crawling into Nate’s lap, knees on the console, breath still gone feral in my chest. The street outside is slick with rain, windows streaked and fogged from our body heat. I don’t care who sees. I want the entire city to watch.

Nate tries to say something—maybe “seatbelt,” maybe “wait”—but I’m already straddling him, my ass grinding into his jeans, the slip dress bunched at my hips. My panties are ruined, stretched out and damp, barely covering anything. Nate’s cock is rock hard, the fabric of his briefs no match for how bad he wants this.

He grips my waist, fingers digging in like he’s afraid I’ll vanish. “You’re out of your mind,” he hisses, but he’s the one rutting up against me, the one with the hand already between my legs, spreading me open.

I lean in, biting his jaw, then his ear. “You loved it,” I whisper, rolling my hips slowly and obscenely. “Watching him touch me. Watching me come for him.”

He makes a sound—part groan, part confession—and yanks the shoulder straps of my dress down until my breasts spill free. His mouth finds my nipple, sucking hard enough to make me whimper, to leave a mark that will last until morning. I pull his head closer, shameless, lost in the sensation and the knowledge that he’s watching every second of me falling apart.

Someone walks past the car, umbrella snapping in the wind. For a split second, I see their face in the glass, the way their eyes go wide before they scuttle away. The humiliation is gasoline. I get wetter.

Nate slides two fingers inside me, curling them with practiced intent. “You’re so fucking wet,” he says, voice like a gravel road. “You want everyone to see, don’t you?”

I nod, can’t form words. All I can do is ride his hand, grinding down with desperate need.

He pulls his hand out, licks his fingers, and then unzips his jeans. “Get on,” he commands, and I obey, guiding him inside me in one brutal, perfect motion. The sensation is a punch and a caress at the same time.

We fuck as if it’s a death wish. My knees are crammed between the seat and dashboard, the parking brake digging into my thigh. Every thrust rocks the car, every moan a dare to the outside world. Nate’s hands never stop moving—slapping my ass, clutching my back, fisting my hair until my neck aches.

He buries his face in my shoulder, biting down as he comes. I follow, shuddering, my vision splintering into color and static. For a long minute, we just clung to each other, panting, the windows fogged so thick we could be underwater.

Afterward, I slump against him, skin sticky and dress askew. We’re both shaking. Nate rests his forehead against the steering wheel, eyes closed, jaw tight.

I trace the line of his jaw with my fingertip, gently now. “Did I go too far?”

He doesn’t answer right away. When he does, his voice is low, dangerous. “Seeing you with him—I wanted to break his hands, and I wanted to watch him keep going. Both at once.”

I laugh, not sure if it’s relief or pure, uncut terror. “That’s fucked up, you know.”

He smiles, the first real one all night. “Yeah. But that’s us.”

We sit there in the dark, my body cooling and the world coming back into focus. Finally, Nate shifts me off his lap, tucks himself away, and starts the car.

We drive in silence, every red light a chance for me to touch him, to let my hand wander under his shirt, to remind us both that nothing is settled, everything is still possible. I prop my feet on the dashboard, legs bare and splayed, and watch the city glide past.

At a stoplight, I lean over, teeth nipping his neck, breath hot in his ear. “Next time, I could let him fuck me,” I say, voice casual, like I’m discussing groceries.

Nate’s grip tightens on the wheel. “You’d let him?”

I drag my tongue up the shell of his ear. “If you told me to. If you wanted to watch.”

He doesn’t answer, just stares dead ahead, but his hand slides between my legs, rough and greedy.

By the time we pull into our building, I’ve already decided there’s no way I’m making it up the stairs fully dressed. We stumble through the entryway, hands tearing at each other’s clothes, leaving a trail of silk and denim from the elevator to our door.

Inside the apartment, we barely made it to the living room. Nate shoves me up against the wall, mouth on mine, kissing hard enough to split my lip. I taste blood, and it tastes like a dare.

He lifts me, wraps my legs around his waist, and fucks me against the cold plaster. Every thrust is a question and an answer, every gasp a negotiation of what we’ll allow next time, what we’ll dare each other to do.

We come together, bodies clinging, the air thick with the scent of sex and sweat and new, dangerous promises.

Afterward, we collapse on the floor, tangled and raw. Nate pulls me into his chest, kisses the top of my head.

“Next time,” he says, “you’re mine.”

I smile, tracing the bruise already forming on my thigh. “I’m always yours.”

But even as I say it, I’m already picturing Mike, the way his eyes burn, the way his touch makes me forget myself.

And I know that next time, I’ll want even more.
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